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How well does a husband know 
the woman he has married? The 
question perturbed young Doctor 
Alain Dubois almost from the 
moment he brought his pretty young 
bride to the small French-Canadian 
mining town of Macklin to set up 
his practice. Then their marriage 
was fresh and unstable all that 
bound them together was a transient 
hunger of the flesh. 

Alain reckoned, however, without 
the effect that the uneventful routine 
of life in the town, seemingly forever 
covered with an omnipresent cloud 
of dust from the mines, would have 
on Madeleine, After a few months 
he realized that she was disorderly, 
inclined to be lazy, almost completely 
indifferent to his professional duties, 
and pitifully dependent on external 
diversions. But Alain's idealism and 
Madeleine's physical attractiveness 
kept him from seeing the truth that 
his wife was only a beautiful strang- 
er, bored with Macklin, bored with 
him. 
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Part One 



I 



r I 'rfE stout woman, her eyes half closed against the snow's 
JL glare, looked me over coldly. I returned her stare with- 
out really seeing her at all, as if my glance went right through- 
her and rested on something far, far away. Yet I recognized 
her vaguely the mother of several children, who lived 
nearby. This silent exchange of glances lasted for a full 
half minute, I am certain. Then the woman moved on, 
taking slow, heavy steps that sank into the snow. I crushed 
out my cigarette on the wall against which I was leaning, 
and then suddenly I realized what had occurred my neigh- 
bor must have thought I was crazy or drunk. It was almost 
midnight. A strong Canadian wind was blowing the fine 
snow about, making small whirlwinds in the deserted street. 
And bareheaded, coatless, there I was, standing looking up 
at the house where I lived. 

In the little booth where Jim, the taxi driver, had his office 
the telephone was ringing ceaselessly, as it did every night 
a shrill sound, muffled from time to time by the gusts of 
wind. It gave me the feeling that Jim must have died in there 
and that the ringing would never stop until his body had 
been found. 
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So I started my rounds again, looking up at Madeleine's 
window, still lit up, in front of which the falling snow 
stretched its deceptive screen. 

"I don't know what she comes in for ... but it causes 
a lot of talk around here, I know some people who come 
to the restaurant just to watch her. Of course it's none of 
my business . . . but I thought I ought to tell you." 

Khouri had been rummaging about under the bar in his 
restaurant as he spoke and I could see only the top of his 
head and his dusty hair. But from his quavering voice I 
could reconstruct his features: the dark eyes, lusterless and 
hidden by thick eyelids; the lips as uncertain as his voice, 
twisted a little by embarrassment or discretion. His words 
seemed to remain suspended over the bar; they had not 
really reached me. I must have looked quite stricken. 

Then Khouri straightened up, pushing his big chest, 
covered by a loose gray shirt, toward me as he offered me a 
cigarette, always without meeting my eyes, his gaze fixed 
on the cash register. It was then that a feeling of pain for 
the first time clutched my vitals. I left the restaurant at once 
without a word, crossed the street, and began to walk up 
and down the sidewalk in front of Dr. Lafleur's house, 
opposite ours. 

I felt like a man driving an automobile who, in spite of 
himself, steers straight for the victim he is trying to avoid. 
The encounter with the stout woman had started me off 
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Part One 

again thinking, and I was trying to understand what Khouri 
had meant. 

"I thought I ought to tell you . * ." For ten days, perhaps, 
he had been trying to find a formula, the words that would 
upset me without telling me anything. Probably he had in- 
tended to speak to me before this evening, but tact had kept 
him silent, "Of course, it's none of my business . . ." I could 
see Khouri saying the same thing to some patron who had 
produced a revolver and began fooling with it there at the 
bar. His Oriental sense of what was discreet and proper had 
already served him well on many occasions. In ten years he 
had transformed a little hole in the wall into a luxurious 
restaurant the best in town, decorated in rose and powder 
blue, its soft banquettes still unmarred by the inevitable cig- 
arette burns. And it had one wall completely covered by 
an enormous mirror. 

The Syrian must have been spying on me, must have seen 
me cross the street Probably he was still looking at me, 
hidden by the frost on the restaurant windows. 

I could not explain my emotion to myself, nor the burning 
sense of inner anguish which had overwhelmed me at his 
words. Was it because Khouri had revealed a part of Made- 
leine's life of which I was ignorant? Perhaps. As if he had 
lifted a curtain to show me, through a glass, darkly, a woman 
whose identity was unknown to me, and who was neverthe- 
less my wife. Madeleine seemed to be slipping away from me 
in more ways than one. That was my first reaction. Yet I did 
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not suspect her of anything. What had I to be suspicious 
about? Above all I must not let myself start forming mental 
pictures of her, nor imagine her in the Syrian's restaurant, 
smiling at someone who was talking to her. Even if it were 
true, there were a thousand possible explanations besides 
the one my senses feared. No, I had neither the time nor the 
inclination for such foolish imaginings. 

But what did the Syrian mean to imply? I could not tell. 
A question of manners, of decorum, no doubt. Macklin did 
not approve of Madeleine's being seen there alone at Khouri's 
every day. What of it Macklin could invent its own ex- 
planation. The whole affair really concerned only Made- 
leine and myself. 

The telephone went on ringing continuously in Jim's 
booth, as futilely,^as stupidly, as the thoughts that whirled 
in my empty head. Madeleine's window was still lit up. 
Except for that, a frightening calm reigned in the night, 
scarcely broken by the snow swirls. Not a passer-by, not a 
car. A few customers still lingered at Khouri's, miners who 
were trying to kill time until they had to go back under- 
ground on the late shift. 

Certainly Khouri had wanted to say more. Otherwise he 
would never have spoken at all. He knew better than anyone 
else what Madeleine did in his restaurant, at whom she 
smiled, with whom she may have exchanged a word or two. 
He also knew exactly what was being said about it all over 
town. From all of this he had reached a decision, which was 
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Part One 

to warn me. Bah on the other hand the Syrian was childish 
to be so upset by a few half-overheard words. After three 
months of marriage. The low number shone through my 
doubts like innocence itself. Troubles like this came only 
after ten years of marriage, and even then one must have a 
taste for domestic drama. In three months we had not yet 
learned the meaning of the word "hopeless." We had never 
experienced those long, unbearable evenings when one person 
tells the other how tiresome it is to have to live together. 
Surely you could never get into such situations without a 
tendency toward masochism. 

I continued to stand there, looking up at our bedroom 
window. No silhouette was visible against the panes. Was I 
waiting for some revelation from that rectangle of light? 
Had I already acquired the victim's instinct for punishment? 

"What's the matter, Doctor?" 

Big Jim. The rolling of his eyes could still be seen through 
the falling powder of the snow, and his face reflected the 
light faintly. Huge, soft, embarrassed, Jim breathed gently 
in my face. The snow had enabled him to come up without 
my hearing him. His small, evil eyes ran twice over their 
little course from my face to Madeleine's window. Then 
he investigated a nostril with a f at> hairy finger. 

"Out for a walk?" 

His voice was like a soft expectoration. I had a feeling I 
could see it, viscous and soft. I couldn't think of anything 
to do but say, "They're calling you." 
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He went on picking his nose, looking down at the snow 
piling up on the sidewalk. 

"You don't think I'd go out on a night like this ?" 

A slow toss of his head indicated the snow swirling over 
the asphalt. Then he moved away, without hurrying and bent 
over double, calling back from the middle of the street, his 
back still turned. "This is no time to be walking around with- 
out an overcoat." 

I could see him going into his little wooden booth. A mo- 
ment later the phone ceased ringing. He must have taken 
the receiver off for the rest of the night 

Jim always spent several hours a day at Khouri's. Probably 
he had been there when , . . I had seen him watching me 
while Khouri was talking. He too knew the part of Made- 
leine's life which escaped me. He did not like my wife, 
and she felt the same way about him. His dislike evidently 
gave him a certain understanding of her. This unhealthy- 
looking fat man must have read my thoughts. It was as if I 
had undressed Madeleine in front of him, as if I had re- 
vealed to him her deepest secrets. 

I felt frozen. I crossed the street and took my hat and 
overcoat out of the car, which I left parked there. If an 
emergency call came during the night, the old Chevrolet 
probably wouldn't start anyway. It didn't really matter. I was 
far too tired to go anywhere. 

Then I went in and sat down on one of the chairs in the 
little waiting room at the foot of the stairs, and listened for 
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signs of life in the house. The steady hum of the oil burner in 
the cellar, the creaking of the building exposed to the heated 
pipes that was all I could hear. From Khouri's restaurant, 
which occupied the whole ground floor except for the two 
little rooms which I used as office and waiting room, there 
came faint noises, none of them really distinguishable. 

I felt like an intruder. I had only to brush a hand over 
my eyes, shake my head, to wake and realize I had no 
business here. This office couldn't possibly be mine, and the 
woman sleeping upstairs wasn't mine either. It was all a 
dream, and like a sleepwalker I was about to wake up in 
a strange house. At the moment I could almost see my new 
life my marriage and my doctor's office in this little town 
as a complete stranger might, as if I were coming back home 
after twenty years and could no longer recognize my wife 
or the house itself. 

Looking through the open door of my office I saw my 
stethoscope glittering on the table where I had left it. Yet 
this simple instrument, which served to identify me as readily 
as a hammer does a carpenter, did not seem at all familiar 
to me. How ugly it all seemed: the chairs covered with black 
imitation leather which had probably been in ten doctors' 
offices before reaching mine; the desk worn with use; the 
brass spittoons; the high glass-doored cupboards, even more 
old-fashioned than anything to be found in the most decrepit 
pharmacies. 

The only new object in the room was a shiny chrome 
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examination table with its complicated adjustable mechanism. 
It was Madeleine's greatest enthusiasm. This table, like the 
surgical instruments in their glass case, fascinated her and 
she gave to them the eager attention she always brought 
anything new and different. All the rest, the apartment and 
my office, she viewed with indiff erence if not positive bore- 
dom. The musty, slightly sour smell of the house, seemingly 
left behind by all the previous occupants, used to remind me 
of the enormous gulf that existed between Madeleine, as 
vibrantly free as a young animal, and the accumulation of 
dead mementoes and old furniture, defiant and unattractive 
because they had been there so long. I thought of the young 
doctor who had occupied the apartment before us. Had he 
perhaps left town because his wife could not bear the 
hostility of the house ? 

Actually, a sharp discord always arose between Made- 
leine and any object or situation as soon as she became thor- 
oughly familiar with it She was relaxed only when there 
was continual movement around her; she preferred riding 
in a train to the place where it was bound. She never tasted 
anything in moderation. She would suck the orange dry at 
once and then fall into a mood of depression, abandoning 
herself to it with complete indifference. Consequently, her 
life consisted of a series of brief, violent enthusiasms fol- 
lowed by empty periods during which she remained aston- 
ishingly passive. Even if the Macklin apartment had been 
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far more attractive, her boredom would have won out in 
the end. 

Did she react in the same way to people? I could never 
honestly decide this point The movement, the varying quali- 
ties of those she met, seemed to retain her attention more 
easily. It took her more time to exhaust the possibilities of 
surprise present in a human being. But someday the ends 
of the chain would lock and her relationships would thence- 
forth be mere repetitions. 

We had been married only three months, and as I now 
realize with astonishment, I knew very little about her before 
that We met for the first time last January at the home of 
an uncle whom I seldom saw. She was a friend of a cousin 
of mine, a man whose name is mentioned by the family 
only in whispers. Almost immediately Madeleine fascinated 
me with her eagerness and quick pride not a studied pose, 
but an instinctive trait. I think Madeleine must always have 
attracted men when they first saw her. I don't mean to 
imply, though, that they went on being infatuated indefi- 
nitely. No. Rather, she brought out in them the male instinct 
of domination. She was as challenging as an unbroken horse. 
She did not so much attract a man as make him wish to 
tame her. Her frank way of talking could be, in fact, rather 
annoying. 

After the first meeting we saw each other only occasionally 
at first, then more frequently. I was finishing my medical 
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studies; I was a hospital interne. Consequently, I coulct never 
see her for long, and bit by bit I fell in love with her, but 
like a youngster, without seeking to know her better, without 
analyzing the affair at all. 1 think now that I fell in love 
with her looks rather than with her. Meanwhile she, after 
being ardent at first, seemed to become quite indifferent to 
me. In reality we seldom talked or behaved like lovers. This 
was not because she was lacking in sentiment or romantic 
ideas, but because by nature she tended to avoid conventional 
attitudes. At times, too, her pride was mixed with a certain 
defiant modesty. Without thinking things out we let our- 
selves gradually slip into marriage, while both of us were 
quite passive about it, no doubt because it was inevitable and 
normal for us to do so. 

I must also note the fact that her mother, the wife of an 
employee of the streetcar company, was perhaps a bit dazzled 
by my professional status as a medical man, and urged her 
on vigorously. After our marriage I felt I had come to love 
Madeleine more because I knew her better because we had 
experienced pleasure together. To possess her I had to love 
her like a man. Her pride, like a young wild animal's, would 
never yield to hesitation and begging. Later her extraordi- 
nary avidity for life was revealed to me. I discovered what 
ferocity boiled under her outward indifference, what eager- 
ness to try anything, to know everything. I even learned that 
sometimes her will could not be broken. Madeleine had a 
cruel strength, not often shown but always there, restless, 
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like a big mastiff who may someday run rabid. Hidden in 
her somewhere was quite a different person who did not 
belong to me, and whom I could never conquer. I could 
not tell whether this person loved me or not, but I knew it 
was the basic Madeleine. It was like making love at arm's 
length, while between us there was. always an unbreakable 
opaque screen. 

This was not necessarily an affliction for me; at the most 
it caused me a sort of vague unrest, a little like the dull un- 
happiness which overwhelmed me whenever we were sep- 
arated. To tell the truth, I was scarcely conscious of it, and 
the distance between Madeleine and myself was perceptible 
only intermittently and did not bother me at all. 

This evening I was struggling against it more actively 
because of Khouri's warning and a strange mood which 
made me see myself quite impersonally, like a stranger. The 
stillness of the house threw into relief certain moments of 
our past, helping me to give them new significance. Made- 
leine's instability and the cruelty she sometimes evinced 
when her wishes were thwarted often I viewed these things 
with alarm, but never did I feel them as strongly as I did 
the day we arrived in Macklin. At the time I saw in them 
only childishness. But when I thought it all over again later, 
I was forced to come to quite a different conclusion. 

I have tried vainly ever since that September day to call 
up in my mind the exact conditions that happened to bring 
us together on such a strange level. I can no longer hear 
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the silent call of the flesh which impelled me to crush her 
to me so suddenly, which made our hearts beat so fast, 
conscious that neither of us could stop breathing without 
causing the other to expire at once. I knew then that Made- 
leine loved me, at least for that moment, that her most inti- 
mate secrets were mine, that she belonged to me. 

Yet this moment carried with it its own bitterness, for I 
have never been able to decide since then whether or not 
her passion was due to the strange incident that preceded it, 
or to some exigency, some strong drive which she had not 
been able to express fully before then. Perhaps she would 
only laugh at me if I tried to recall this incident now. She 
who lived only for the moment and showed in all her actions 
a disconcerting lack of logic, would no doubt deny that she 
had ever given herself so completely without performing 
any sexual act. Nevertheless, the whole thing took place 
so spontaneously that it is quite impossible that it never 
happened. 

We had driven a hundred miles in a little more than 
three hours at the less than average rate of a five-year-old 
Chevrolet, acquired two days before. Whenever the speed- 
ometer needle went over fifty, the engine would start to 
heat up. 

The beam of the headlights cut into the low fog on the 
road a little, only to slide over it and vanish. For a quarter 
of an hour Madeleine had been drowsing on my shoulder, 

14 



Part One 

her rouged lips half open and dark in the feeble light from 
the dashboard. Whenever I put on the brakes, her head would 
slide down my arm a little and her red hair would glow 
in the light for a moment with a barbaric, startling intensity. 
Twenty miles more and we would be home, in the apart- 
ment she had not yet seen, selected and furnished by me alone 
because she had told me she had no interest in such things. 
I had spent a week in Macklin arranging it all. 

As a matter of fact Madeleine gave, as she entered this new 
life, an impression of not really believing it was happening to 
her. She was coming to live with me in this small mining 
town where she knew nobody, and in a way this seemed to 
please her, because the unknown always appealed to her. 
When we began the trip to Macklin she even showed a little 
enthusiasm, but this was soon succeeded by the mood of de- 
pression which, with her, always followed any desire not 
immediately satisfied. 

The highway, until then broad and straight, narrowed 
to a winding, hilly road, and I had to slow down. Madeleine 
opened her eyes, sat up, and looked around wearily. As the 
road ascended the fog disappeared, clinging only to a few 
hollows. Madeleine snuggled against me and said in a child- 
ish tone, "Let me step on the accelerator." 

I hesitated. 

"You're afraid!" 

Her scorn was like that of a little girl who instinctively 
despises all prudence and who has learned from many 
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movies that no risk is really dangerous, because the film 
always has to end happily. 

The speedometer needle fell sharply at first, then went 
up in rapid jumps. Madeleine was pressing her foot down 
hard. A lengthy downgrade came in sight. Forty, fifty, sixty. 
The motor made a litde noise about it, but turned over 
steadily. The needle did not move for a time. Her eyes fixed 
and hard, Madeleine sped on over the road. The only thing 
lacking for her complete enjoyment was a police car on our 
trail. She stepped on the accelerator more heavily. Then, 
before I could remind her that the engine wasn't too reliable, 
she said quietly, in a deep hoarse voice: 

"Look. Down there the train." 

The red warning lights at the crossing were flashing. I 
pulled on the brake hard. The car skidded across the road. 
At the same time a pain in my right hand made me let go 
of the wheel for a second. Madeleine had bitten me. 

"Take the brake off, take it off!" 

Her voice, unrecognizable, as if some strange woman were 
in the car, terrified me. I obeyed. The speedometer went up 
rapidly. The indicator wavered somewhere above seventy 
miles per hour. The red crossing signals snapped by us like 
a whiplash. I saw the giant headlight of the locomotive to 
my right with Madeleine's set, hard profile silhouetted in 
its beam. I felt that we had only avoided a crash by a second, 
but actually the train passed over the crossing about ten 
seconds after we did. 
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We were enveloped in a horrible smell of burning rubber. 

"Stop! You'll set the car on fire!" 

Three short blasts from the locomotive made my nerves 
vibrate painfully; then suddenly I relaxed. Beside me, Made- 
leine's face reflected the sheer ecstasy of the moment. She 
took her foot off the accelerator and sat motionless for a 
moment Then she kissed me frantically, kneeling on the 
seat next to me, her hair falling across my face, blinding me. 
I pulled up by the side of the road. Madeleine let me go and 
her body was shaken with an intense, exclusive joy. She 
threw her head back on the steering wheel, her hands around 
my neck, her eyes gleaming with a tense brilliance. Her 
heavy breathing dilated her nostrils and gave her a cruel 
and tortured expression, as if she were employing all her 
strength to keep from fainting. 

A wave of emotion suddenly swept over me for the savage 
young creature in my arms, so full of cruelty and courage. 
I kissed her. Her lips were dry. She responded to my caresses 
violently, like a child who pummels his mother to show he 
loves her. She seemed quite capable of tearing me limb from 
limb there and then, to demonstrate her feelings. Perhaps 
she was merely seeking an outlet for her passion. But in 
reality I think she was giving me the only love she was 
capable of: abstract and without pity. Her pride, her terrible 
little pride, had for the moment vanished as a result of this 
foolish escapade. 

Her ardor bowled me over. Gently I repulsed her. We 
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drove on and reached Macklin around midnight, withdrawn 
and silent. The night was misty and chilly, thoroughly char- 
acteristic of this damp region where everything swims in 
a cold drizzle of rain from mid-August on, 

Madeleine inspected my office and our apartment, yawn- 
ing. I had no energy left to try to make her laugh, or to 
try to hide the banality of the place with words. She un- 
dressed, leaving her clothes where they fell, then welcomed 
me in bed with a tired gesture, her eyes closed. The passion 
she had roused in me shortly before seemed absurd in the 
face of her lack of enthusiasm. So the day ended on a note 
of disillusionment. As I discovered later, she was always 
capable of controlling her emotions with the most surprising 
ease. 

Occasionally mineworkers passed by under my windows, 
shivering but resigned. Khouri had not yet closed up his 
place. The hammering of water pipes could be heard from 
his quarters. I got up. The floor creaked underfoot I had 
forgotten the Syrian's words of warning for a while, but now 
they came back to me, flat and depressing. 

I was too tired to resist them; I yielded to their rhythm 
and became slightly nauseated. I felt like a potter who has 
just broken a piece on which he has been working all day. 
Khouri had set in motion in my brain a tiny mechanism 
which was ticking, ticking away all by itself. 

Upstairs I passed the maid's room. Th6rese's door was 
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closed. Evidently Madeleine had not given her the night out. 
Once or twice a week she told Therese to stay and sleep here, 
when she planned to stay in bed all morning. Therese lived 
quite nearby and usually slept at her parents' house. 

From the door of our room, a great square of light spread 
over the new pink sofa in the living room. It was covered 
with magazines and newspapers. Madeleine was asleep on 
her back, her skin, like that of all people with red hair, 
extraordinarily white. She slept with her face turned to the 
fully lighted lamp, a magazine flat on her stomach. Seeing 
her there, so vulnerable and yielding, my heart turned over. 
I looked at her and my blood boiled. No one else must ever 
see her like that, defenseless! Surely I could not be so stupid 
as to let a few words of Khouri's destroy all my happiness. 

"She's mine. And for good, remember!" 

I felt capable of shouting it aloud. But no I would only 
make a fool of myself. 

I undressed, looking at myself in the mirror. Not in search 
of reassurance it was merely a habit, every evening. I was 
no ogre. Medium height; hair and eyes brown; a city slicker, 
all right. In comparison with the Macklin miners I might 
appear weak but actually I was quite robust. I surprised 
myself by flexing my muscles. I turned my back on the 
mirror. Madeleine had not moved. Her stillness irritated 
me. 

"I don't want you to go to Khouri's alone again. He's 
told me everything." 
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I said this without being quite sure I had pronounced 
the words. But I had actually said them. No visible reaction 
from Madeleine. Could she be feigning sleep? It seemed 
possible and the fact that it was possible was shocking to 



me. 



"I don't want you to go to Khourf s alone any more." 

I did not add again that he had spoken to me. I hardly 
raised my voice at all, but this time Madeleine groaned and 
turned over on her side, her back toward me. The nylon 
of her nightgown was tight over her hip. 

I scarcely knew how I felt about all this. Mostly, probably, 
that it made a fool of me. I turned out the lamp and 
brusquely covered my wife with the blankets. I lay there, try- 
ing to think of the work I had to do next day. An ovariotomy 
at the hospital, with Dr. Lafleur. Several calls to make, in- 
cluding the usual morphine injection for a cancer case. A 
delivery that night, probably. 

The path my thoughts were taking became vague, turning 
gradually in quite another direction, which led back to Made- 
leineto Madeleine who perhaps thought of nothing at all 
as she dropped off to sleep. 

About six in the afternoon, the day after we arrived in 
Macklin, with Madeleine's disgruntled face looking out into 
the smog which covered the town like a drab pall . . . 

"In Macklin it rains all the time/' she used to say to me 
often after that, in her tired little voice. 
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The town had been built at the bottom of a bowl. On 
three sides stony hills, sparsely cultivated for hay and as 
grazing land only, looked down on it. To the north was a 
small lake, itself surrounded by hills. The clouds seemed 
always to burst open just as they passed over the town. And 
even on sunny mornings the fog hung in wisps around 
Macklin until quite late, so the inhabitants had to look up 
to the tops of the surrounding hills to find out whether it 
was really a fine day or not. 

Madeleine spent her first day unpacking, without putting 
anything away. The apartment, which had been cleaned and 
put in order by a scrubwoman before we arrived, soon re- 
sembled a junk dealer's premises. The closets were open, 
drawers pulled out, linen strewn everywhere, and everything 
covered with dust and dirt stirred up from every corner of 
the place by her frenzied activity. The cheap mediocrity of 
the furnishings, made up of presents from my mother and 
Madeleine's, to which we had added a few hastily purchased 
necessities, all acquired with no thought of taste, could not 
have been more apparent. 

Her face streaked with dirt, her hair in disorder, Made- 
leine sat tired out in an armchair, contemplating hopelessly 
what she had done. I had been out all day, busy at the hospi- 
tal with my colleagues. She looked at me almost as a pris- 
oner might look at his jailer, with bitterness and dislike. I 
kissed her. She stiffened as if trying not to burst into tears, 
then shook her head as if to get rid of a nightmare, 
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"Come on, let's go out/' she said. 

The bad weather evidently would not stop her. She could 
not bear the mess she had made a moment longer. Her 
impatience was exactly like a child's when he kicks away 
a toy that no longer interests him. 

She knew already that the town was a hideous place, yet 
I was almost afraid to have her see it at closer range. Prac- 
tically all the houses had the pitiable look of old coalbins, 
their paint eaten away by the thick asbestos dust which spared 
nothing in the region, not even the sparse vegetation. When 
it rained, this dust formed a viscous coating. Crowded be- 
tween enormous piles of debris from the mines, the town 
was laid out all lengthwise. Only a few cross streets managed 
to pry their way between the enormous sandy asbestos bluffs, 
and the houses along them were crooked and asymmetric 
as if twisted out of shape by their pressure. 

The sole main street, on which were situated three-quarters 
of the buildings, boasted a multitude of neon signs which at 
night somehow managed intermittendy to pierce the general 
gloom. Green Street began as a narrow, twisting affair at 
one end of the town and ended at the other as a large, 
straight avenue, passing in front of the seminary. Our apart- 
ment was on the old part of the street, near the railroad sta- 
tion and an enormous crater with stratified sides, which had 
once been the workings of an open mine. The house itself was 
built above the galleries of a still-active underground mine, 
and sometimes at night we could hear distantly the noise 
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of the machines eating away at the asbestos veins beneath 
us. 

The town hospital, small and poorly equipped, had to 
serve the needs of a community of more than six thousand 
persons. It was situated a short distance out of town, on the 
bank of a stream where a few threads of water flowed over 
a stony bed. 

All the other small towns in this part of Canada have 
a sort of restricted section where the best families live in 
large, solid houses surrounded by lawns and flower beds. But 
not Macklin. From one end to the other the town was of 
a uniform, drab ugliness, not because it was a poor place but 
no doubt because the whole town had been hastily impro- 
vised, thrown together for temporary service only, and the 
houses had of necessity outlived their expected term of use- 
fulness. Only a few commercial establishments in Green 
Street broke this dull functionalism with their too-modern 
fronts, pretentious and in even worse taste than the banal 
but harmless older buildings. 

On. this first afternoon of our stay we emerged just at 
the moment when the shifts were changing in the mines. 
Green Street was crowded with miners returning home or 
going to work. Madeleine walked through them as if she 
had always lived there, head back, looking straight ahead, 
wrinkling her forehead occasionally as she faced the rain. 
The miners stared at her, but she went right by without 
a glance or a smile. She stopped a moment in front of 
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Khouri's restaurant, looked in, and made a small face. Then 
we went on in silence. Twice I tried to distract her without 
success. She replied only by a grunt, occasionally looking 
around to left or right. The rain was coming down harder 
than ever and I could feel the damp soaking into my clothes 
under my raincoat The coppery mass of Madeleine's hair 
fell to her shoulders without a sign of a curL The rain 
streamed down her face, but she hardly blinked an eye, savor- 
ing no doubt the freedom of getting thoroughly soaked. We 
had long since left behind the row of shops when she stopped 
and said in a quiet tone, "I've counted four signs for M,D/s, 
besides yours." 

She looked at me, then started back down the street at 
the same rapid pace. Surprised, I stood there hesitating an 
instant before following her. What did she mean? She had 
known perfectly well that there were several other doctors 
in Macklin, and as a matter of fact we had never discussed 
my medical career or money questions. Her mother pried 
into all that sort of thing only too often, but Madeleine 
herself had always shown an indifference so complete as 
to shock me a little. Now, suddenly, by a few words tossed 
at me on the street, brusquely, she seemed to be bringing me 
face to face with an insoluble problem she had just dis- 
covered: the fact that I could not earn a living in a town 
where four doctors were already practicing. 

"Listen, that's not even one doctor per thousand inhabit- 
ants , . but why did you say that?" 
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"Oh, nothing. I'm just counting the signs. It's something 
to do." 

Her determined little face was like that of an impatient 
and frustrated pet dog. 

"You don't think much of this place?" 

"Oh, of course there are lots of better towns. But I don't 
care." 

"But you've always known I was coming here," I said. 
'Tor heaven's sake, we have to spend our lives here." 

"Yours . . . anyway, you're tiresome," 

I couldn't have been more upset. It must be the weather, 
or she must be too tired, I thought. Or perhaps she was work- 
ing off her bad temper. Where was the Madeleine of the 
first days of our married life? The girl who had such an 
amazing imagination, enough to fill any day, who was so 
eager to try anything, who even in my arms would abruptly 
withdraw, as I could tell from the blue eyes which changed 
and then suddenly came back to mine as she smiled a slightly 
frightened and tentative smile. She had always been obsti- 
nate and proud, but never before had she assumed so hostile 
and hard an expression, nor spoken to me with such cold 
calculation. 

"There are two movie houses, too." 

She spoke through half-clenched teeth, which gave her 
a sibilant voice, rasping to the nerves. 

"By the way, you're sure it wasn't your mother who told 
you to count the doctors in town?" 
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She gave me a sly look and said nothing for a moment 
A few steps farther on she flung at me: "My mother doesn't 
owe a cent to anybody. You needn't sneer at my family." 

This referred to the fairly large loan I had gotten from 
the bank. The modest amounts my mother had given me, 
saved up from the dividends left her by my father, who had 
died when I was only five, simply wasn't enough to pay for 
our getting settled in Macklin. 

I was still upset but said nothing. Madeleine seemed hid- 
den behind the impenetrable wall of her expression, hard 
and unyielding. The faces of those passing by were whitelj 
luminous and the sound of falling rain deadened the street 
noises like cotton wool. It occurred to me that nobody could 
possibly be happy there that afternoon. 

I pressed my wife's arm and a wave of emotion swept 
over me. I felt I must somehow soften her heart, wipe out 
the defensive attitude she had assumed as a protection. I 
kissed her neck but she drew away, shrugging her shoulders. 
I had barely touched her. 

"Madeleine, this is absolutely ridiculous. We have all the 
rest of our lives to quarrel!" 

She picked this up at once, like a dog who sees a bone. 

"What a lovely future!" 

I could have hit her. Her face was hard as stone. There 
was no trace of anger there, nor of boredom. She halted 
suddenly in front of Khouri's restaurant and said in a tone 
of voice admitting no reply, "We'll have dinner here." 
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1 hesitated for a second. The best people in Macklin (and 
even if in debt I was one of them) never ate out at restau- 
rants, particularly with their wives. But Madeleine instinc- 
tively tended to ignore these class differences. Daughter of 
a workingman, before our marriage she had never known 
anything but the cheaper quarters of a big city, full of Syrian 
and Greek restaurants, frequented by a teeming, indistin- 
guishable mass of humanity amid which she could live and 
move in complete freedom. She bore herself just as proudly 
in such surroundings as in front of my mother or in the 
chic hotels where we had spent our honeymoon. Poor 
Mother! Madeleine's pathetic litde pride frightened her so 
much that her hands used to shake perceptibly when she 
had to help her to some dish at table. She perceived in her 
some mysterious power, some hidden flame that repelled 
her, yet made her bow without a word before the woman 
who was carrying off her only son. She stayed in her room 
whenever we were there, coming out only when Madeleine 
wanted to eat. Her head high, her copper tresses burning 
against her dresses, Madeleine never seemed at all embar- 
rassed in front of Mother; she even rolled her hips more a 
small and futile gesture of defiance. 

A stranger would probably have had trouble deciding 
whether Madeleine's manners were common or merely 
unconventional. They were her own, quite unconscious, as 
much part of her as her hair or her taste in clothes. Made- 
leine rejected all ideas of discipline, and although such a 
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rejection might seem detestable in anyone else, in her case 
it was merely inevitable, a natural part of her character. 

Khouri, who evidently thought we had come in to buy 
cigarettes, retreated behind his cash register, but showed 
his surprise for a moment when he saw us head for a table 
against the wall of the restaurant. Finally he regained his 
composure and greeted us. He came over to us slowly, glid- 
ing along rather than walking. Then he bent over and said, 
"The little doctor and madame are settled now?" 

I could have slapped him. Madeleine did not hide her 
amusement 

"Little doctor. How funny! I suppose already he's known 
all over town as 'the little doctor'?" 

Khouri's eyes clouded. "Madame." He put into the one 
word all the disapproval of which he was capable. Then he 
backed away, motioning to a waitress to take care of us. 

Started oS by the Syrian's tactless remark, Madeleine con- 
tinued to amuse herself at my expense all through the meal 
I bore it without impatience. If this sort of foolishness pleased 
her, I did not mind. Even the childishness with which she 
tried to tease me made her seem human and appealing again 
after our previous conversation. 

All the patrons in the restaurant had eyes only for Made- 
leine, of course. Hard, inquisitive stares raked my wife over, 
as she, between mouthfuls, endured the scrutiny with quiet 
confidence. Where she came from most men lacked such 
calm insolence, possibly because so few of them knew one 
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another. But here in Macklin the inhabitants profited from 
the limited size of the place. In effect, I had come to try 
to take their money; to them this fact almost gave them the 
right to undress my wife with their eyes. I avoided return- 
ing their glances. 

That evening I saw Big Jim the taxi driver for the first 
time. He was leaning on the counter, near the cash register, 
chewing on a toothpick and looking us over with half-shut 
eyes. Jim spent much of his time in Khouri's, I learned later, 
listening to the local gossip and in return passing on to the 
other regular patrons whatever tidbits of news he had come 
across on his daily rounds. He knew better than anyone else 
in town what the deal might be between a husband and his 
wife's lover. Redolent of sweat even in midwinter, his face 
smooth and shiny, his hair pomaded, Jim absorbed every- 
thing that went on and somehow managed to make it all 
seem even more sordid than it was. 

He was not satisfied to look Madeleine over from a dis- 
tance. Twice he came across the room in order to pass slowly 
in front of our table, staring boldly at Madeleine. Everyone 
in the place watched this maneuver with the greatest inter- 
est. The second time my wife saw him approaching, even 
more brazenly than before, she stuck out her tongue at him. 
Her little-girl gesture provoked loud laughter. Jim grunted 
in triumph and a smile of stupid satisfaction appeared on 
his face. Madeleine's expression made me think of a mongrel 
who has just bitten someone. As for me, I did not know 
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where to look. Dr. Dubois's wife would never stick out 
her tongue at anyone in Khouri's restaurant, I was sure. 
Madeleine's action placed her on a level with the men who 
had laughed, and this could only encourage their familiarity. 
And since I had done nothing in her defense, I had lost 
ground myself on the only plane that interested them, that 
of virility, 

I noticed that Khouri was talking animatedly to Big Jim, 
who left the restaurant a little later, laughing a lot, after 
a final stare at us. I felt as if I were pinned down by the 
taxi driver's massive weight. 

"Let's go." I spoke with firmness, but Madeleine only 
looked at me in astonishment. 

"You're not going to let them drive us out!" 

"We've furnished them with enough amusement for one 
night." 

She did not reply, but her expression was not compliant 
Drive us out! You couldn't fight such vermin. All you 
could do was take a bath and change your clothes. 

After taking quite a while to finish her glass of soda, Made- 
leine said abruptly, "I'm going to the movies." 

The movies! That was what she thought of as a suitable 
ending for the day? 

"But, Madeleine^ it's the first evening we've been in our 
own apartment." 

"What do you expect me to do at home? Move furniture 
around all night?" 
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Had she already drifted so far from me ? How could she 
fail to long for the peace and quiet of our apartment, where 
we would be alone together? Was it only the boredom of 
a rainy day in a town that afforded no amusements save 
Khouri's restaurant and a movie theatre? I understood 
vaguely that something had changed, that in the course of 
the day Madeleine had moved away from me to some ex- 
tent, had stretched the ties that bound us in order to see if 
they would snap, and that the break had taken place with- 
out her really wanting it. The months of our engagement, 
the few days of our marriage, had perhaps been only half- 
real, and we had been playing at love blindfolded. All our 
words and acts had never really amounted to anything. Be- 
tween us there remained a vast ignorance. We were like 
two chance acquaintances who had pretended to be friends 
for a night, and next morning had woken heavy-lidded and 
waxen-faced, with no desire to see anything more of each 
other. 

Perhaps she had been questioning herself about the nature 
of our relationship. Had she too found it all too frail and 
unreal ? No. At twenty-four I could not believe that Made- 
leine thought much about anything; she felt everything and 
was always far readier to snatch at than weigh whatever was 
offered her. Perhaps all she really wanted was to be amused, 
to fill her life with something to do, something meaningless 
but incessant so she could forget everything else, the nature 
of our love, the permanence of marriage. 
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"About the movie. You're right. It would be too depress- 
ing to go back to the apartment" 

She relaxed a little, carefully renewed her make-up, shook 
her hair into place. As we left the restaurant she let me take 
her arm and pressed close to me, as if to tell everyone there 
that she belonged to me. I forgave her everything, of course. 

Once in the theatre, she put her head on my shoulder and 
remained in that position quiedy until the film was over, 
her eyes fixed on the screen with intensity, and pressing her 
hand into mine whenever the hero and heroine kissed. It 
was all a bit childish. 

Back on the sidewalk, the brightness in her eyes lasted 
a few minutes. 

I asked her: "You were moved by it?" 

My question seemed to wake her from some distant dream. 

"That's not it But life seems so different, so easy . . ." 

She did not finish the sentence, evidently feeling she had 
conveyed the idea, however vaguely. Madeleine was never 
very definite about anything unless she was in a temper. 

Her instinctive desire to escape from herself through such 
obvious means as the films or jukebox music worried me, 
though I did not know quite why. Actually she spent little 
of her time with us of the workaday world, and when she 
came back to us, usually she was rather annoyed to find us 
there, waiting for her. How often I saw her standing before 
me, her eyes fixed on some glamorous vision far out of sight 
behind me, 
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"Shall we go home now?" 

She consented with a slight smile, the smile of a child who 
knows it can always stick out its tongue or sulk until it gets 
what it wants: a child forced to act like a grownup and do- 
ing so unwillingly because it did not come naturally, unable 
to return the affection of others because she was not a 
woman as yet But heaven knows what the words "man" 
and "woman" really mean in such a situation! 

Even when the rain and the asbestos dust combined to 
produce a sort of third dimension in the air, Macklin looked 
quite different by night. Strings of electric lights made the 
great sand heaps look like enormous merry-go-rounds. Neon 
signs buzzed and blinked all the way down both sides of 
Green Street, spelling out their unread messages. In the shop 
windows the merchandise took on startling hues, reflecting 
the neon lights. The miners and their women turned out 
wearing big-city styles, but usually in a somewhat louder 
range of colors. 

The town as a whole gave much the same impression as 
a frontier boom settlement, where luck still made anything 
possible. It would not have been at all surprising to hear 
the sound of shots from behind one of the sandhills, or to 
find a roulette wheel in action in one of the hotels. But 
unfortunately Macklin afforded the stranger no such diver- 
sions. There were only two places licensed to serve alcoholic 
beverages the two hotels. Some ten men constituted the 
police force, and not all of them worked full time. They 
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had little trouble preserving the peace, for most of the in- 
habitants worked, night or day, deep in the earth, divided 
into docile shifts and quite contented with their lot. Hour 
after hour the conveyors dumped fresh buckets of dust on 
the top of the debris piles, which grew more enormous every 
day. Here and there new housing was being built, but it 
was indistinguishable from the old. 

Yet somehow the night air bore a promise of something 
mysterious about to occur, something that would alter every- 
thing. Madeleine felt this, no doubt, for in the evenings her 
spirits would usually revive and she would be quite gay. 
Nothing actually did happen and nothing was changed, of 
course. 

On this first evening I was afraid she might become de- 
pressed again. But nothing of the sort happened. Full of 
energy and determination, she wanted to make a final re- 
arrangement of the furniture. This took two hours and the 
results despite great efforts were not fortunate. Both of us 
were exhausted and covered with grime. Even dirty and 
with her hair mussed, Madeleine somehow managed to look 
beautiful in her special way not because of her face or 
figure but because of the natural animal grace of her move- 
ments. Seated on the floor, her legs crossed, she inspected 
what she had accomplished without enthusiasm, shifting her 
position from time to time so as to be more comfortable. 

Only her eyes showed her surprise when she heard the 
cork of the champagne bottle pop. They lit up for a second, 
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just long enough for her to spring to her feet and kiss me 
passionately. This was to be our housewarming, alone by 
ourselves, in peace and quiet. The sight of the champagne 
at first seemed to make her playful and full of ardor. Then 
she calmed down suddenly, went and sat on the sofa, and I 
saw the preoccupied look return to her face. This continual 
^dissatisfaction made her spirits flame up and then die down 
all in the space of a few moments. She began to sip her 
champagne slowly, as if trying to remember something; then 
bit by bit she began to drink faster until, quite drunk, she 
put her head in my lap. 

I caressed her. She yielded, passive, tired, or perhaps 
merely absent-minded. I knew that she still felt far too much 
modesty with me for me to undress her with the light on, 
but I did not turn it out. I ran my hands freely over her 
body without any perceptible response from her. Passion 
was there under the white skin, I felt sure, but my fingers 
could not locate it. My frustration became unbearable and 
in the end I forced her to embrace me. 

When I left her, though, she was awake and I saw in her 
reopened eyes a small hard glint, proud and a little cruel. 
Madeleine, my wife, had evidently been only a spectator 
during our love-making. 

I no longer have the strength or the clear perspective 
needed to relate all these scenes from a past, alas, still so 
recent. They are too diffuse, possessed of no common denomi- 

35 



Dust Over the City 

nator. True, there was the slender thread of Khouri's warn- 
ing, but the pictures in my mind cannot be held together 
by so tenuous a binding. It was as if I possessed a pistol, 
loaded but with no trigger. A weapon such as that could 
never be fired, and certainly it was no business of the victim 
to supply the missing part. And then often everything be- 
came foggy and I fell asleep in a tense, stifi position, as I 
used to when I was a child and vague unnecessary doubts 
troubled my infant mind. But my mother's pale face would 
never again bend over my crib when I cried out, for I was a 
man, and next to me slept a woman who was mine, a woman 
who was like a toy that could only be wound up when it 
wanted to be. 



II 



EVERY morning, whether it was fair outside or raining, 
Therese would greet me in the kitchen with a quick, 
bright "Good morning." She would be washed and dressed, 
her hair already combed and in place. Just as I was always 
annoyed by Madeleine's lack of system and her slowness 
in the mornings, Therese's briskness and good spirits inevi- 
tably cheered me up. Though barely twenty, she was at 
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least half a head taller than I. She wore no brassiere beneath 
her dress, and when she moved her body quickly, her breasts 
would sway a little. She was a cripple. Her left hip jutted 
far out from her body, as if the sculptor who had made her 
had died before finishing his work* 

"Haven't there been any calls?" 

She would finish squeezing an orange before answering 
in a loud, over-emphatic voice: "Not this morning. Dr. 
Lafleur called about ten last night" 

I had asked her over and over again to make a note of 
all telephone calls on the pad on my desk, but she still for- 
got most messages completely until reminded of them hours 
later. 

Therese was Madeleine's friend, really, not her maid; a 
big girl, not at all stupid, who had been making a fairly 
good living doing dressmaking at home in her parents' 
house. One day Madeleine brought her a dress to cut, and 
they immediately struck up a friendship. From then on they 
spent almost every day together at Therese's house, and 
often in the evenings went to the movies together or made 
the rounds of all the cheap restaurants in town to listen to 
the new song hits on the jukeboxes. This friendship, though 
it rather shocked the wives of my colleagues, pleased me 
because I felt sure Therese was a sensible girl and that Made- 
leine would be stimulated by contact with such an energetic 
personality. In the end Madeleine announced that she had 
hired Therese to work for us at a very low salary, plus the 
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right to continue her dressmaking in our house, an arrange- 
ment that assured me of proper meals Madeleine found 
even a simple omelet a difficult problem and also provided 
us with someone to answer the phone at all hours. Made- 
leine simply pretended not to hear it once she was in bed. 

Therese sat there opposite me in silence, just as she did 
every morning. Outside, the fine snow which had fallen dur- 
ing the night reflected the sun brilliantly, hurting the eyes. 

"It's ten below zero." Therese announced this in the same 
voice she would have used to tell me that the cherry trees 
were beginning to bloom. After I left she would probably 
go outside herself, simply for the pleasure of testing the cold 
and coming back to show Madeleine her watering eyes. 

The milkman knocked at the door, and the kitchen was at 
once filled with cold air. It felt clean and good. As Therese 
put the bottles away I could see that the milk was frozen. 
I loved the quietness of those winter mornings when the 
house seemed folded in upon itself, closed in on every side. 
You could hardly hear any noise from the street. Everything 
was soft and warm. 

Nothing remained of the agitation I had felt during my 
vigil the night before. While I lingered in the kitchen, 
Therese turned over the pages of a newspaper and asked me 
the meaning of a word here and there. I was worried by only 
one thing that Madeleine might have heard what I had said 
to her about Khouri. I didn't want her to be sullen and tense 
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when I came home for dinner. It would hurt her pride more 
to think that I might be jealous and suspicious and arbitrary 
than to realize how insulting Jim's opinion of her was. 

Therese was surprised at my dawdling. "It's after eight. 
You'll be late." 

I nodded my head to reassure her, but I ate no faster. I 
stayed on because secretly I desired to question her. Twice 
I opened my mouth to ask her something, but the words 
wouldn't come. Therese did not seem to notice. Finally she 
let the paper fall and sat looking at me; I sipped my coffee, 
avoiding her eyes. 

Then, without any effort, I began. "Tell me, Therese. . . ." 

"Yes?" 

She straightened up in her chair to listen carefully. 

"Does Madeleine go out every afternoon ?" 

"I ... I don't think so." 

Her eyes hardened. But I wasn't going to ask her to spy 
for me. 

"She shouldn't stay indoors so much. I think she's been 
looking a little pale." 

"Pale? What do you mean?" 

"Perhaps she doesn't like walking about alone. Why don't 
you go out with her? It would do you good also." 

A shameful evasion. It didn't reassure Therese, and she 
avoided any attempt to allay my false anxiety by saying that 
Madeleine did get enough fresh air. I went to the bathroom, 
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knowing that she would remain there in her chair thinking 
over what I had just said. If only she wouldn't repeat it all to 
Madeleine! 

Her reaction gradually revived my real anxiety. I hurried 
now, to get away from my thoughts. Before leaving the 
house, I went upstairs to see Madeleine in our bedroom. She 
was sleeping, covered up to her eyes, her copper hair incred- 
ibly bright in the half-light. I leaned down and kissed her 
on the forehead without disturbing her. But as I was leav- 
ing the room she spoke to me in the throaty voice that always 
managed to move me. I didn't turn back, knowing that she 
would pretend to be asleep again. 

Outside, the bitter cold and the snow-glare stopped me for 
an instant A horse-drawn snowplow was clearing the other 
side of the street, sketching long curves around the stationary 
vehicles. The white steam from the nostrils of the horses 
failed to dislodge the thin coat of ice which clung to them. 
Arthur Prevost greeted me, a stout businessman who owned 
the most important store in town. I hardly recognized him, 
I was so blinded by the snow. He was an old patient of Dr. 
Lafleur's. Every morning he walked to his office, after eating 
an enormous breakfast which made his doctor, a man of 
simple tastes, shudder. * 

I walked over to my car, trying unconsciously to avoid 
being seen by Khouri who was watching me, I felt sure, 
from behind his frost-covered windows. The self-starter 
groaned and refused to make contact. As I stepped out of the 
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car and closed the door I heard Jim's voice, strange in that 
landscape of snow: 

"Froze up, Doc?" 

He was standing in front of Khouri's door, watching me 
with amusement, hands in his pockets, his cap askew, his 
greenish coat unbuttoned. 

"Take me to the hospital." 

"O.K., Doc. But you shouldn't leave a car that old outside 
in weather like this." 

I turned my back on him and went to the garage, just 
back of his shack. They would not have room for the car 
before late afternoon, so I would have to make my calls with 
Pr. Lafleur. All, or almost all, of my patients had been his 
a little more than a month before, and they wouldn't care 
which one of us came to see them. 

Jim drove spread out on the seat, holding the wheel with 
one of his flabby hands, one leg extended under the dash- 
board, the other keeping the accelerator down under the 
simple pressure of his great weight. He said nothing until we 
reached the red traffic light in front of the church. Then 
he took off his cap and passed a hand through his greasy 
hair. 

"You better take care of it, Doc. It's Christmas next week 
and I won't have time to drive you every morning." 

"There are plenty of other taxis, Jim." 

I spoke sharply, and regretted it at once. There was no 
point getting angry at him. He could take any kind of blow 
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without acknowledging that he was hurt. Deep inside him 
what I said might produce an ugly little sound, but that 
was all. To try to score on him would be like trying to split 
water with a sword. 

'They'll be busy too, Doc." 

The light turned green. He started again, slowly, watching 
me in the mirror which he had turned to reflect not the road 
but the faces of his customers. 

"There's your wife who'll want to go out too, farther than 
Khourf s. Down to the stores/ 5 

A pause, to watch the effect of his attack in the mirror. 
When he spoke to me about Madeleine I automatically froze. 
I felt that, without losing my dignity, I must keep him from 
talking about her; but I did not know how. And though 
Jim was clever enough to realize how defenseless I was, he 
failed to push his advantage any further. We turned onto the 
hospital drive and he accelerated, driving with nonchalant 
skill over ice that had recently been covered with a soft, 
dangerous coating of snow. 

In front of the hospital he was very correct. He got out of 
the cab quickly to open the door for me, and without actually 
realizing it, lightly bowed his enormous body. In view of the 
passers-by Jim was expressing unconsciously, like all of 
them, his respect for doctors, for the man who one day would 
bend over his bedside with the priest, for his final human 
contacts. 

In the operating room Dr. Lafleur already had on his white 
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gown and was waiting for me. The thinning hair, the blue 
eyes which looked darker than usual against the white cloth 
the whole appearance of the old doctor served as a symbol 
of his gentle spirit He greeted me with a ghost of a smile. 
It was full of a resigned wisdom acquired at the bedsides of 
too many dying men to be frank and easy. In forty years of 
medicine he had assisted at the life cycle too often deliver- 
ing babies in the morning and giving the last hypo of mor- 
phine the same night not to regard men and circumstances 
with a sad serenity. 

The stretcher passed in front of me as I slipped on my 
gloves. The patient's eyes searched the room nervously, and 
Dr. Lafleur patted her shoulder to reassure her. Then every- 
thing happened at once: the eyes closed; the mouth opened 
a little, gasping for breath through dried lips; the limbs 
slackened spasmodically. Incision. Tampons. Clamps. And 
finally there was nothing to watch but the expert hands of 
the old surgeon, dancing a shadowy ballet over the torn 
flesh. 

The gentle look became intense, concentrated utterly on 
the living body it was searching. When he finished the opera- 
tion he stepped back, a little pale, 

"Leave a drain in.'* 

Under his eyes my movements were awkward and con- 
stricted; I realized that my hands lacked the marvelous grace 
of his. At last they could carry out the inert body of the 
patient. She would wake up soon in pain. 
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A surgical, operation always left me feeling oppressed, 
almost in agony. The minute and diverse activity on the 
table drained me of all emotion, and I became more attentive 
to the organs inside the human body than to the body itself. 
When they were ready to take the patient away, however, 
my eyes discovered his identity again, his past and future as a 
human being. Sometimes his future might extend for only a 
few hours, and they went by with incredible swiftness under 
our eyes in the operating room. We had to keep watch to the 
very end, until the thread of life broke and was gone, and we 
had not been able to prevent the skein from running out. 
There is no way to amplify respiration or purify the blood 
blood and air, water and salt so precious that the entire 
ocean cannot yield up a drop to us. It is not true that surgeons 
are insensitive. No surgeon looks at death statistically. He 
fights with his intelligence, but the mind is no help when he 
has lost his fight against the utter finality of death. It is no 
help that he understands. The envelope of flesh is torn, and 
that is all. 

A religious man, not given to fine phrases or affectation, 
Dr. Lafleur bowed with a true humility before the irrational; 
his faith illumined him without permitting him to see. But 
his humility did not exclude sadness nor even, perhaps, indig- 
nation. Certainly he never attempted to console himself for 
the death of a child by dwelling on the increase in the num- 
ber of angels in heaven. Serenity does not easily rest upon 
the forehead of a doctor. Most often he gains only a tired 
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resignation, the fruit of repeated defeats over the course of 
years. You do not talk about heaven to a child twisted with 
cerebrospinal meningitis. Its convulsions and spasms tend to 
destroy belief in an absolute justice, and can only bring about 
an unhappy doubt in the most confident soul. I was sure that 
my old friend still shuddered inwardly, and that if I made 
him aware of my own religious disavowals, he would say 
nothing to force me to acknowledge the truth of his own 
religion. His own daily labor pitted him against a celestial 
goodness that fails so cruelly. I was fascinated by his unhappy 
faith but not convinced by it. Peace came to him., I felt sure, 
rather from pity and from his own humanity. 

"}\m drove you here ?" 

We were washing our hands. I stared at him with astonish- 
ment. 

"I saw you left your car outdoors. It isn't wise in our busi- 
ness." 

His eyes smiled under his bushy eyebrows. He wanted to 
avoid seeming paternal to me. An orderly handed him his 
jacket. 

"I still have one good habit from the horse and buggy 
days. No matter what frozen or dead tired you had to take 
your horse to the stable." 

I imagined him covering the countryside in a sleigh on 
a December day as cold as this one, riding across fields 
because the wind had heaped in the road piles of snow in 
which a horse might bog down; sleeping in a patient's house; 
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leaving at dawn, utterly alone in a white world. It was in 
the days when women gave birth in their own homes, with- 
out the help of anesthesia or asepsis, when blood transfusions 
were rare. He had told me of forcing a husband to help pull 
a baby out of the womb, the husband's feet planted against 
the mother for support, the mother pushing with screams of 
terror. 

He commanded respect everywhere, though he had lived 
to hear children he had brought into the world call out, as 
he slowly climbed a steep flight of outside steps, "Look how 
the old guy's puffing!" 

His age did not prevent him, however, from closely fol- 
lowing the progress of his profession. By simple hormone 
injections he had just made a woman of a large girl of 
twenty whose sexual development had ceased before puberty. 
It excited him as much as it would have excited a student in 
his first year. And his diagnoses, which he based solely on 
clinical symptoms, were rarely proven wrong by laboratory 
analysis. Today there are no young doctors who can carry 
the art of interpreting symptoms so far. Today we send for 
the laboratory or the specialist. 

I accompanied him on his calls and returned home very 
late that noon. Madeleine had already eaten with Therese. 
I ate alone in the kitchen, waited on by my wife, who was in 
a good mood and did not complain about the weather or my 
lateness. Her attitude reassured me about the incident of the 
night before. Two patients were already waiting for me in 
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my office downstairs by the time I finished my meal, but I 
promised Madeleine to come up again in an hour. At the 
door I turned to pick up some medicines I had left on a 
chair coming in, and for a second I surprised in Madeleine's 
eyes a look of extreme hardness, as if charged with electricity. 
But she only smiled at rne coldly. 

I was astonished to find Arthur Prevost in my waiting 
room. Stout, yet full of nervous energy in spite of his f at, he 
bristled with self-confidence. Anyone would have loaned him 
millions at sight. And as a matter of fact he possessed a very 
solid fortune. I didn't for a moment believe that he had 
come for a consultation, since he was one of the patients Dr. 
Lafleur had decided to keep. He was not the kind of man, 
moreover, to present himself for an examination during 
office hours, like anyone else. Besides, Dr. Lafleur had spoken 
to me often about his remarkable health which managed to 
resist all his excesses at the table. 

He shook my hand vigorously, sat down without being in- 
vited, and asked me at once, in a sonorous voice without 
inflection, '*You like Macklin?" He gave me no time to an- 
swer. "It's not a large city, but it's prosperous. Very pros- 
perous. Do you know that we have one of the highest per- 
centages of property-owners in the province, for our size?" 

I thought of the hundreds of little wooden shanties and re- 
strained my admiration. 

"Now you'd be astonished at the number of refrigerators 
I sell here in a single year. There's lots of money around 
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loose in Macklin these days. Do you have any trouble mak- 
ing them pay up?" 

This direct question upset me. Yes, my patients were slack 
in their payments. But that was none o his business. Let 
him be satisfied with receiving his monthly payments for 
his refrigerators. 

"No, I'm not worried." 

He looked me straight in the eyes, as if he were hoping to 
extract the truth by hypnotism. 

"You know, I'm in a position to help you out. I control a 
lot o things in Macklin. Look, let's be frank. I know from 
the bank that you're not in very good shape financially." 

I raised my hand to protest, but he silenced me with a 
shake of his head. 

"Look, you're just starting out Installing a doctor's whole 
paraphernalia costs a good deal." He glanced around with 
a look that must have humiliated my cheap equipment. "I'll 
lend you the sum you owe the bank at three per cent. You 
gain two and a half per cent I'll accept your unpaid ac- 
counts as a guarantee." 

He moved to the edge of his chair and waited for my 
answer, bristling with generosity. I had to admit that his 
offer was too generous to disregard. What bothered me was 
that it came from him. The town didn't exactly think of 
fnm as a philanthropist 

"Why do you suggest this to me?" 
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"Because Fm an old friend of Dr. Lafleur. He likes you a 
lot Besides, I'd like to see you succeed. Dr. Lafleur's getting 
pretty old and Maddin needs a young doctor." 

I promised him to think it over and talk to him about it 
the next day. Then, without any transition, he said, "Look 
at my eyes. I almost need a magnifying glass to read the 
papers." 

There was an oculist only a few steps from my office and 
I couldn't understand why he had consulted me. But I hesi- 
tated to send him to a specialist without having examined 
him myself. He would take it as a sign of incompetence. I 
examined him with the small lamp I used for ears, and saw 
at once a thickening on the cornea. Without doubt a cata- 
ract But I did not want to be the one to make the diagnosis. 

"I think it's an inflammation at the base of the cornea," I 
said. "Bathe your left eye with boric acid tonight If you 
don't notice any improvement, you ought to consult an 
oculist" 

I saw that the simplicity of the treatment I recommended 
only half satisfied him. But he went out laughing loudly, 
telling me that he would accept this first unpaid account as 
a guarantee. 

He was followed by a large, hirsute woman, her very 
black head of hair streaked now with gray, her hunched-over 
shoulders giving her body almost an oval shape. She looked 
at me without saying a word, frozen in the doorway. I asked 
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her to sit down, and at last she moved slowly toward the 
armchair where she held herself rigid and on guard. Did I 
look like aa executioner to her ? 

"Where's the trouble, madame?" 

"Uh ... I don't know." 

They always sounded as if they had come to my office 
just to be told where they were feeling pain. I could have 
examined her from head to toe without any further ques- 
tions and she would not have protested, since she was sure 
I would discover all by myself what was the matter with her. 
At that rate I could spend the entire day in my office. It was 
better to ask them their age and about their families. 

She was a widow sixty-five years old, the mother of seven 
children, three of whom were under twenty. Every week she 
exhausted herself doing heavy cleaning both in the hotel and 
for several private families. She would not actually admit 
that she earned a decent wage, but she conceded that wages 
had gone up since the war. She didn't feel her age yet, and 
her muscles were still in good condition. 

"But my breathing I start gasping for breath very quickly 
these days. If it was only after my scrubbing I wouldn't 
come to see you, Doctor, but all I have to do is climb my own 
stairs at night and I get dizzy and out of breath." 

I realized at once that her tenseness was due not to a 
timid nature but to worry, like that of heart cases who re- 
strain the beating of their hearts by a tension of their entire 
flesh. Every breath made itself felt painfully. Her expression 
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was a little like that of a frightened child who has been 
beaten too often. I did not have to make her state her symp- 
toms more precisely as I usually had to do when they com- 
plained of "stomach trouble" the stomach stretching for 
them from the neck to the buttocks. I asked her to undo the 
front of her dress. The stethoscope was practically unneces- 
sary. I saw the flaccid flesh grow hollow and swell with an 
erratic rhythm, as if the heart had left its sheath and beat 
now in a cavity too large for it. Distension, Angina. You 
could have followed its pulsations in her face. 

Suddenly I heard Madeleine laughing on the staircase. 
An erratic impulse made me leave my patient sitting there, 
half-naked and extremely startled. There were two other 
people in my waiting room. I passed them without greeting 
them, and found myself standing in front of Madeleine, dis- 
concerted, my stethoscope dangling against my chest. I saw 
the pupils of her eyes dilate a little and her lips grow thin. 

"What's the matter with you?" Her voice was without 
warmth. 

"Where are you going?" 

She shook the mass of her hair and looked at me angrily. 

"Where am I going? To church!" 

Irritation tinged her blue eyes with green. She heard the 
suspicion in my voice and she rebelled against it She con- 
tinued down the stairs, but I got in front of her. She waited 
for me to let her go by. I stood where I was. 

"Where are you going?" 
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"Let me pass/* 

"Not until you've answered.** 

I felt how ridiculous the situation was, but I was too 
deeply committed to move back even a step, Madeleine was 
trembling with fury. The door of the office was half-open, 
and although we were speaking in low, harsh voices it was 
possible that we were being both observed and heard. Made- 
leine calmed herself with surprising ease and said to me 
quietly, "I'm going to have my hair done* Go take care of 
your patients." 

And I let her go by, upset by her and even more by my- 
self. Her hair gleamed in the flashing sun and snow. It fell 
lightly over the collar of her green coat She hesitated a few 
seconds on the threshold and then moved oflE in the direction 
of the shops. Turning around, I perceived at the top of the 
stairs the legs of Therese, who was quietly moving away. She 
must certainly have seen and heard everything, 

I had left my office door open, and my patient's back made 
a gray spot in front of the table, a spot that had been visible 
the entire time to the two people sitting in the waiting room. 
The patient herself had not moved. To close the door she 
would have had to get up and expose her breasts. Instead, 
she had bent over forwards and was suffering patiently this 
offense to her modesty. Such an unforgivable oversight made 
me forget the scene with Madeleine immediately. The old 
woman lifted her unhappy face, and I saw in her eyes a mute 
protest, a revolt too humble to dare to express itself. 
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I ordered her to give up working and to rest for an indefi- 
nite period. Her eyes no longer reflected worry, but real 
panic. 

"Doctor, I can't stop, . . . For a week, maybe, but no 
longer than that." 

" You've got to rest a lot longer than that You are seriously 
ill/ 5 

There was very little consolation left for this unhappy 
woman. In no way could I answer the imploring look in 
her eyes. It was imperative that she stop working. And even 
that sacrifice was useless. She might die at any moment. 

"It's that serious. . * ." 

Her mouth remained open, but she made no sound. I 
couldn't tell her about her condition without aggravating her 
worry. 

"It's fatigue, wear and tear; bad circulation of the blood.** 

"Is there no cure?" 

Now she was thinking of the money, no doubt Medicines 
for such a serious illness must be expensive. 

"No. Rest is enough. Avoid any exertion. I forbid you to do 
any work, even in your own home*" 

She seemed to be weighing my verdict No medicines. . . 
That puzzled her. When she left my office, probably she 
would conclude that I was incompetent She would certainly 
return to work. That very afternoon someone was expecting 
her, and she knew very well that if she said she couldn't 
come because she was ill, her working days would be over* 
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People were already hesitant about hiring a woman of sixty- 
five. 

She edged out the door,, awkward and pitiable. I thought 
of her children who would not allow her to stop working 
and rest But there were no hospitals for cardiac cases in 
the vicinity. I could not cut her away from her background, 
from the circumstances of life which obliged her to go on, 
head down, a little winded, still capable of smiling happily at 
the box of chocolates her employers would give her at 
Christmas. 

Three patients more; then Dr. Lafleur, who came to pick 
me up for our afternoon calls. I told him about my patient, 
but he did not know her. As for Prevost's offer, he advised 
me to accept it. I would be putting myself at his mercy, but 
my old friend didn't doubt that the number of my patients 
would grow considerably in the next few months. 

He raised his hat constantly to greet people on the street, 
most of whom he didn't recognize. Between two lifts of his 
hat he said to me, rapidly, so as not to embarrass me with 
his kindness: "If you ever have trouble, with the payments, 
I'll be glad to help you out." 

A little embarrassed himself, he stroked his mustache with 
his thumb and went on talking in a disconnected way about 
the financial position of Arthur Prevost. . 

He was the kind of man who averted his eyes when he 
gave to the poor. He was completely happy and at his ease 
only with children, 
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r I 'HE attendant at the garage took off his gloves, which 
JL were covered with icy grease, to hand me my change. 
It was five o'clock and the snow had begun to fall again; 
a fine snow, spiraling down. The cars rolled slowly along 
Green Street as if the ice were gripping them to the pave- 
ment. The red lights in front of the Benson mine stained the 
white, powdery blanket with splashes of blood. It was five 
o'clock, and indoors it was already necessary to turn on the 
lamps. A car skidded to a stop alongside mine in front of 
the gasoline pump, with the grating sound of chalk on slate. 
The attendant finished at last. I thanked him and he watched 
me leave, immobile, silent, his swollen fingers pressed against 
his thighs, his gloves held tight beneath his armpits. 

In the cottony twilight Macklin seemed a phantom city 
under the moon. The great mounds of debris from the mines 
raised illusory pyramids like white granite toward the sky, 
and the little wooden houses they overwhelmed were no 
more than scattered blocks of marble. The refuse which the 
little carts continued to dump at the top of the hills was im- 
mediately swallowed up by the snow. The white smoke from 
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the locomotives, rising in the shape of mushrooms, was lost 
in ttte snow as well. 

I passed behind the garage to go up the slope on Khouri's 
side. I parked the car before entering Green Street It didn't 
matter to me; I wasn't particular. I probably wouldn't learn 
anything. Certainly I wouldn't learn anything! The truth 
doesn't let itself be caught in such childish traps. And why 
talk about traps ? I was going there to take a look around. 
Nothing more natural or inoffensive. Besides, there was no 
"truth" to find out, I was sure. Simply because I needed 
cigarettes and because I happened to look for them, and had 
said to myself that perhaps ... if I had to question every 
ordinary action I was preparing a hellish life for myself. 

I shut the car door and hesitated, still a few steps from 
Green Street, not daring to go any farther. Two women were 
coming down the slope toward me, I made up my mind. 
I entered Khouri's hurriedly, keeping my eyes on the pro- 
prietor. The insistence I placed on not looking in any other 
direction must have been obvious. I felt, without seeing him, 
that Jim was propped up against the counter near the win- 
dow. Khouri followed me slowly to the cash register; he was 
staring fixedly at me as well. Out of the corner of my eye 
I saw that Jim was moving nearer to us. He sat down at the 
counter two or three stoalrpast the register. I felt that every- 
one in the place had suddenly become silent, that even the 
fluorescent tubes had frozen. I was about to explode a land 
mine, or step beneath a caldron of boiling water balanced 
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precariously over me. I made an effort to dispel the atmos- 
phere. Perhaps I was the only one to feel it. 

"How's everything, Khouri?" 

I spoke in a forced voice. Someone was about to put his 
hand on my shoulder to reassure me, to tell me to relax. 

"Everything's all right, yes." Khouri's drawling voice 
quavered also. It was hardly more genuine than my own. 

I placed some money on the counter for my cigarettes. 
There was a long silence. 

"Come on, Khouri. I'm in a hurry." 

He leaned down under the counter. I kept looking toward 
the street all the while. Jim, his legs spread well apart, his 
belly protruding from his overcoat, stared at me dully, be- 
tween mouthfuls of a Coca-Cola. Occasionally he looked 
toward the back of the room, and a vague smile passed over 
his face. 

Khouri handed me the cigarettes at last With his eyes he 
discreetly indicated the back of the room. I knew beforehand 
so surely that he would do this that I wasn't really sure he 
had done it. Perhaps it was I who had turned my eyes toward 
the corner and Khouri's had only followed them. An instant 
later he did it again, more obviously. I turned around. She 
was alone there, on a banquette against the wall. Had she 
seen me? I could not tell. Her head was slightly inclined, 
her eyes were gazing vacantly into space. She had her coat 
off, and seemed to be listening. I noticed that the jukebox 
was playing a little romantic tune. On the table in front of 
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her was a half-empty soda bottle which she had obviously 
abandoned. 

We were like three puppets, all of whom were moved at 
the same moment. Khouri straightened up a little, as if a 
burden had fallen from him. Jim, simply by shifting a leg, 
turned his stool back to the counter. And I walked slowly 
over to Madeleine, who sat immobile, retaining her pose. 
The music ran over her face, stiffening her features. Yet she 
was in no trance and I knew that if I spoke to her suddenly 
she would not cry out in terror. 

I stood before her. She looked across at my chest, then 
slowly raised her eyes to my face. The music had stopped. 

"Give me some change. 55 

Her voice was perfectly natural and calm. Her dress was 
open at the neck, and you could see her white skin right 
down to the swelling of her breasts. 

"I came in to buy some cigarettes. . . ." 

"Give me some change." 

"Never mind. I'll pay on the way out . . * and I saw 
you. ..." 

"It's for the jukebox. I want to hear that record again." 

She took up her hieratic pose again. When I spoke to her, 
she frowned. I listened also; the record was horribly banal. 
A thin tune, crooned by a man with a slightly nasal voice. 
The words were about love and unhappiness, poverty and 
nights of passion. 

I had never felt that Madeleine's taste for the romantic was 
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vulgar. I could never understand her excessive love for it, 
just as I had never understood her exaltation at the movies. 
But she seemed to feel it all with such spontaneity that I 
believed it corresponded to something deep inside her. It was 
not sentimentality. She didn't care for the song itself, or 
for the film; but rather for the state of receptivity they 
induced in her, just as other people are affected by liquor. 
They belonged to a part of her being where I could not 
reach her. 

Her taste was not vulgar, but no doubt it could not flourish 
in the atmosphere we lived in together. Madeleine was more 
intensely alive in a place like Khouri's, or on the street with 
the miners, than she was in our home. From her working- 
man's background she had retained an astounding instinct 
for imprudence; since she had little of her own, she would 
risk everything she possessed in an instant. It was a way of 
life to which I could not adapt myself easily. My middle- 
class upbringing had not prepared me for such sudden ges- 
tures, empty-handed and purposeless. For me, a risk was not 
necessarily total. I had a sense of caution that didn't appeal 
to Madeleine; it seemed to her too much like avarice. A wild 
animal does not hoard things; he only holds onto enough 
food for the moment. Madeleine was the same. She was 
proletarian, although that was a word which would have 
brought a disdainful smile to her lips. She wanted her satis- 
factions at a particular moment, not at an unspecified time 
in a problematical future. It was for that above all that I 
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loved her, perhaps dangerously. For me she was exotic; when 
I was with her I felt that I was exploring some strange 
country. Neither of us had renounced our particular values. 
Perhaps there were contrary forces in us, clashing against 
each other. Our youth made it possible to re-establish the 
equilibrium quickly. 

It was only after we had stayed several weeks in Macklin 
that I clearly understood this profound, essential difference 
between us. Previously I had felt it confusedly, without being 
able to formulate it precisely- Her freedom attracted me 
more as a physical quality than as a moral one. And her 
egotism, which was as healthy in her as it is in a young child, 
seemed to me to be a correlative of that freedom. I attributed 
her less sophisticated tastes simply to the social differences 
in our backgrounds, without worrying about them. Today I 
am convinced that Madeleine would have been the same 
sort of person no matter what kind of family she came from. 

The restaurant was filling up little by little with miners 
on their way back to work. The cold failed to bring color 
to their pale faces, and the rims of their eyes were bloodshot, 
as if they had just awakened. Their gestures were nervous 
and jerky, the gestures of exhausted men. They interrupted 
and shouted at each other from one end of the room to the 
other. They were completely at home in the restaurant, and 
Madeleine's presence there made no difference to them. For 
three months they had been getting used to her, had recog- 
nized her > perhaps, as one of their own kind. If I had not 
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been sitting there they would certainly have spoken to her. 
Some of them waved to her. 

"Do you know them?" 

The record in the jukebox ended, she handed me a ciga- 
rette* She threw back her head and tried to blow smoke 
rings. It was ridiculous. 

"Since you're watching me, take time for a cigarette and 
see what happens." 

She smiled, very sure of herself. Oh, no, she wasn't going 
to let me lead her around. She would be mine only if she 
were free. Her look calmly defied me. Had I held out my 
hand to take possession of her, she would have broken away 
from her bondage to me. The machinery of the law could 
not intimidate her. I would enjoy only those of my rights 
which she voluntarily granted me. Marriage a pact for 
life? Madeleine didn't sign pacts or commit herself by con- 
tract Perhaps this alone was enough to make her precious 
to me. For she was neither a mirror reflecting me, nor an 
echo of my voice; she was the quarry I had always to pursue. 
She would be the first to make fun of the word "com- 
munion," or any other word which suggested the image of 
two lovers united in one. If I were crippled by an accident, 
she would never limp along beside me. Such was her par- 
ticular realism, cruelly hostile to all illusion or camouflage. 

"Do you know them?" 

I repeated my question. I could not bear the thought that 
she might be spending all her afternoons conversing with 
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these men. Her smile made her more scornful, somehow 
feline. 

"Some of them, yes. The whole town is naturally aware 
I am Dr. Dubois's wife. Even some of the ones I don't 
know say hello to me." 

"Where did you meet the ones you do know here?'* 

"I certainly didn't meet them in their homes." 

I amused her quite a lot. She waited to see how I was going 
to extricate myself from my words. It was as if we were 
visiting a lover and I was trying to find words to let him 
know that I was aware of everything, that they weren't fool- 
ing me. 

"I don't like to see you coming here every day." 

"You've already told me that." 

She replied quickly, ready for a fight. Evidently she had 
heard what I had said to her about Khouri's the night before 
and, quietly, she had been preparing her reply, waiting for 
me to return to the attack. She had thought it all over in 
bed that morning. Perhaps Therese had reported my ques- 
tion at breakfast. And she had come to Khouri's immediately 
after dinner without waiting for me to finish in my office, 
contrary to her usual procedure. Poor Khouri must have got- 
ten a devastating look from her when she came in. She 
hadn't minded boring herself for almost three hours, know- 
ing that I would come in at last and that she would be able 
to make me suffer, cast me in a humiliating role. 

"It's all the same to me. You can amuse yourself in your 
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own way. But we're living in a small town where your 
attitude may do me a lot of damage. It doesn't take much to 
scandalize these . . ." 

"Leave the scandal out of it. I can't prevent people getting 
sick. Your future isn't at stake." 

Her reaction was not at all what I had hoped for. I would 
have preferred white anger to this haughty calm. She seemed 
to have made a decision that was keeping her from impro- 
vising, from surrendering to momentary impulses. I felt I 
hadn't been able to make her understand anything. My 
stilted words only tended to exaggerate enormously a situa- 
tion that was really insignificant At bottom, I only wanted 
to keep her from providing food for public gossip. It was not 
between the two of us, but between us and the rest of the 
world. I was not really jealous or suspicious. I simply was not 
stupid enough to invent an exquisite new torture for myself 
simply because Madeleine did not behave like a good home- 
loving wife. But her attitude was forcing me into the role of 
a tormented husband. 

"People have already started to talk. Khouri has warned 
me about it." 

"You choose your informers marvelously! After three 
months of marriage you're already having me watched! It's 
disgusting. If you came in here to spy on me, you can leave, 
I don't like this kind of thing, and 111 continue to do as I 
please." 

Her eyes weren't flashing, but showed a cold, artificial 
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anger. I had become the ridiculous one, and all I could do 
was try to put an end to such a foolish scene. I was sure that 
people were staring at us. Khouri had turned on all the 
fluorescent tubes, and the faces of his patrons looked 
strangely pale. Someone had turned on the jukebox again 
and Madeleine started to hum the tune along with it, 
watching me with indifference, I was exhausted, caught in 
the grip of that atmosphere. 

"Let's not talk any more. Come home to dinner*" 

I had tried to speak lightly, and she replied in the same 
light tone: 'TSfo. I'm going to eat here." 

This was going too far. What had been caprice on her part 
was turning into an act of bad faith. 

"Aren't you behaving a little foolishly?'* 

"No." 

Her expression did not change. The same composed, calcu- 
lated indifference. 

"Don't be childisk Come upstairs and eat" 

"No." 

The short and incisive word fell with the dead sound of a 
large ball. Too irritated to say anything more, I turned on my 
heels and walked out past the miners, not looking at them. 
Jim opened the door for me, smiling like a moron. Within 
twenty-four hours at least twenty families in town would 
know that I had made a scene in Khouri's and that, over- 
come by anger, I had walked out, leaving my wife there. 

But my anger did not last long. As soon as I found myself 
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outside in the snow, it surrendered to a heavy, almost phys- 
ical, pain. The germ which had quietly been sown in me the 
night before, when Khouri first spoke to me, had ended its 
period of incubation. It was now firmly implanted in me, in 
spite of all denials and in the face of my refusal to recog- 
nize it It had become irresistible. 

The windshield of my car was covered with snow. The 
engine spat a little and then started up. As I started to turn 
up Green Street I changed my mind and parked at the cor- 
ner, from which I commanded a clear view of the restau- 
rant's door. I lay in wait there, not hoping for anything but 
unable to accept the ambiguity of my position. Their heads 
lowered, pedestrians moved through the snow. They were 
not even aware of me. After a moment I saw Jim come 
out of the restaurant He looked slowly to his right and left, 
picking his teeth. I hunched down in my seat, as if he 
wouldn't be able to recognize the car itself. He was delib- 
erately breathing the cold air, I suppose, because he had 
thrown his head far back. Then he moved over to his call 
booth, shuffling his feet and staring at the women who 
crossed his path. 

I stayed there, watching, about ten minutes longer. I didn't 
know any of the men who went into KhourFs or those who 
came out Images jostled each other inside my brain, each 
one evoking another. I followed them with a despairing 
joy. Madeleine smiling at someone, someone she allowed 
to sit down at her table* Her features softened. Her beau- 
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tiful face would be flushed, as it was on those nights when 
we had been happy together. Her eyes would be displaying 
the ecstasy that was in them when she emerged from a 
film the same imminent abandon. She would get up pres- 
ently, and give him her arm with the naturalness of a child. 
I would be annihilated, forgotten. Only the smallest frag- 
ment of her would still be Mme. Dubois. She would put on 
her identity as she put on new clothes. I heard the sound of 
her name in another man's mouth, saw the response in her 
eyes. She would laugh in the nervous way that made my flesh 
shiver. Her hair would fall around her, free, her laughter 
flash out like an animal leaping from its cage. So I tortured 
myself with the greatest of ease. It was like watching a film 
but I couldn't even close my eyes and escape it. It was like 
a wound ceaselessly probed by a sick man's finger. 

Finally the door of the restaurant swung out and stayed 
open a while without anyone appearing. Someone must still 
have been speaking to another person inside. Then I recog- 
nized Madeleine's green coat Without hesitation, she walked 
directly toward me. I slipped down in my seat a little, not 
really reassured by the snow on the windshield. Before 
crossing the street in front of me she looked to see if any 
cars were coming from behind mine, which she had seen 
immediately but hadn't recognized. And it was then that 
I made a discovery that shocked and troubled me. Made- 
leine was loitering along aimlessly, obviously suff ering. All 
alone on the corner of the street, enveloped by whorls of 
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snow, she was being swept along by her misery. Her face 
was haggard. Her eyes were fixed on a heartbreaking image, 
on the walls of a prison. 

It was not the cold which gave her face this mask of un- 
happiness. I was certain of that. She had abandoned herself 
as if she were utterly alone. Her lips trembled, and God 
knows she always had hated to cry. She must be suffering 
as the stones suffer, coldly, frozen. I was overwhelmed by 
an emotion I could not define, by the heartbreaking solitude 
in which I saw her floundering about with childish courage 
and tenacious, blind pride. I had to resist the impulse to run 
to her, to tell her that I understood everything, that I was 
there to comfort her and to stay with her forever; that she 
was not alone in the town. But I knew she might have sunk 
her teeth into me in sheer rage. And my paternal feelings 
irritated and worried me. I was close to pity, a sentiment 
against which Madeleine would violently rebel. Madeleine's 
unhappiness moved me, certainly, but above all the impos- 
sibility of doing anything about it desolated me. It was her 
loneliness. Such loneliness would have moved me in any- 
one. Not for a moment did I think of explaining the bewil- 
derment in her eyes by relating it to myself or to others. It 
was as if Madeleine had suddenly lost a leg. No one was 
responsible, but it was terrible, 

She passed along the street in front of me and continued 
on her way. I followed her in the car, not to spy on her 
but because I was fascinated. She stopped in front of the 



Dust Over the City 

movie theatre two blocks farther on and went inside. I was 
more than a little bewildered, and spent a long time staring 
at the lights above the marquee before deciding to go home. 
It was Friday, and the stores were still open. I submitted 
to my impulse without questioning it. I entered a jeweler's 
and stared for a long time at the glass cases without being 
attracted by any of the merchandise. The jeweler, a large, 
baby-faced man whose eyes were hidden behind thick glasses, 
left me alone but nevertheless watched me attentively, as if 
through a microscope. I could not make up my mind, and 
suddenly became demoralized under his cold glance. I asked 
for the price of an article. The man answered me briefly, in 
the tone surgeons use at the moment in an operation when 
they call for the clamps. The price only, then silence again. 
Through fear of appearing mean I became extravagant. 
There was a bracelet set with onyx agates, worked without 
any delicacy, meant only to show off its expensiveness. But 
there was nothing excessively refined in the showcases, any- 
way. And the mysterious tints of the onyx, semi-transparent, 
like stained glass, were not impaired. It was expensive. I felt 
as if I were purchasing a pony merely to placate a crying 
child. The jeweler did not even thank me. Perhaps he would 
tell his wife that night that Dr. Dubois had bought a bracelet 
at such and such a price. What could it mean? And his wife 
would interpret my gesture in a dozen different ways, dwell- 
ing lengthily on those which were the most strongly dra- 
matic 
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Therese questioned me with her eyes when I went home. 
Madeleine hadn't returned and I was there at six-thirty! 
I told her Madeleine wouldn't be eating dinner at home. She 
murmured "Ah," and prepared something for me on the 
stove. She had only lit the lamps in the kitchen, and in the 
other rooms the shadows were still full of Madeleine, as if 
she were sulking in the living room and I didn't dare raise 
my voice. Therese sat down in front of me, biting her nails. 
She had looked briefly at the small box from the jeweler 
wrapped in flowered paper, but had asked no questions. I 
knew that she was too tactful to question me. She was con- 
tent to keep her eyes on me, to probe my eyes with hers, 
until, wearied by her insistence, I would have to explain 
everything to her. I ate awkwardly and rapidly. I wanted to 
ask her to sit somewhere else, but didn't dare to. Finally 
I couldn't stand it any longer. 

"You can go home now. We won't need you any more 
tonight." 

"How about the dishes?" She didn't want to go, 

"Leave them. We'll take care of them." 

She opened her mouth to speak, but remained silent She 
tidied up slowly, watching me stealthily. Suddenly she had 
an inspiration. 

"There won't be anyone to answer the telephone." 

"Ill take care of it" 

I spoke dryly. I couldn't have made her dismissal more 
pointed. She winced slighdy, accepting the fact, but left at 
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last, parading a false air of compassion that irritated me. I 
had four patients in my office and I dealt with them coldly, 
hurrying them away as quickly as possible. I was in no 
mood that night for other people's sufferings. I went back 
up to the apartment The silence, punctuated by the rumbling 
of the radiators, was permeated with odors those from the 
kitchen halted in mid-flight by the whiffs of ether which 
were always suspended over the staircase. Beyond, at the 
front of the house, there were Madeleine's odors: her face 
powder and other cosmetics. Come into a deserted house 
and you can trace the habits and occupations of its old 
inhabitants simply by breathing the air. From the various 
odors it might be possible to extract the realities of the situ- 
ation there. 

I lit a lamp in the parlor and forced myself to read a 
magazine which bored me as much as a Greek essay would 
have done. Outside it went on snowing steadily. The storm 
licked at the window spasmodically, like a flame. I thought 
of the bracelet in the kitchen. I had left the small box in 
full view, on a low table in the center of the room. I tried to 
project myself into Madeleine's mind at the moment when 
she would find it Perhaps nothing would happen. There 
would be neither cries of joy nor cries of astonishment. She 
would go directly to her room without looking at the box 
or at me. I would have to go after her, and she wouldn't 
make things any easier. She might say to me indifferently, 
"What's got into you?" 
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The possibility of appearing ridiculous to her made me 
blush. I picked up the jeweler's box again and put it in my 
pocket I would wait for a favorable moment 

More than an hour and a half had gone by since she had 
entered the movie theatre. She would be returning any min- 
ute now, unless unless she prolonged my vigil by returning 
via Khouri's. I turned out the lamp and waited. I might 
pretend to be asleep and to have forgotten what had hap- 
pened. Or it might be easier to take up things naturally if 
I seemed to be waking up. I turned on the radio, and at once 
a jazz program, as sticky as a lollipop, filled the night with 
heartening vibrations and wiped out the noises from the 
street The wind whistled against the windows, but calmly, 
like wood crackling in the fire. 

I had no difficulty evoking Madeleine's disturbing face. I 
saw her as if she were asleep; a shape foreign to my love, 
her body withdrawn from my reach for the night while 
Madeleine herself had disappeared to some other place. A 
dead body that I might examine, astonished at no longer 
recognizing it, irritated at the real Madeleine's disappear- 
ance, troubled that I had done nothing to prevent her leav- 
ing. I was in charge of her soul, and of her happiness. And 
for a lifetime the lifetime of sleep she had slipped through 
my fingers. 

It was terribly true that she had escaped me, I thought, 
and that I had no power to hold her back. If she were to 
die that very night I would suffer more from not having 
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known and loved her better than from her actual death. For 
the first time I felt the weight of my responsibility. The 
idea of her dying for me, and it was the logical end of our 
marriage, brought to my drabbest words and gestures a 
deep seriousness. There must be wives who die deeply resent- 
ing the men whom they have loved. Death is the most 
egotistical of our acts. There can be no question of sparing 
the survivors. What would our feelings be toward each other 
if we were told that tomorrow life would all be over for us ? 
I preferred not to think of it, not to imagine the look on 
Madeleine's face at such a moment. How easy it would be for 
her to judge me finally, then. I was pledged to her, without 
possibility of recall, and my pledge was not dictated to me 
by any law or religion. It could not be easily abated. It 
was as essential to me as the will to live. To renounce it 
would be as senseless and ridiculous as to renounce my life. 
I had not acquired Madeleine. She had trustingly deposited 
part of her life with me and then had detached herself 
from it. I was running after her, trying to give it back. We 
would go on pursuing each other, failing to catch each 
other, unless she would stop and not leave me until she 
was intact again. 

I had aged considerably in three months. That is what 
maturity must be, I thought, to feel suddenly the chains of 
responsibility and to accept them, since closing one's eyes 
did not do away with them. 

The music filled the entire apartment and carried me with 
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it into all the rooms. I was completely alone, but through the 
music I filled the house. When Madeleine entered she would 
have to wait while I contracted back into my armchair. I 
would have to do it quickly. My wife was not one to be 
afraid of knocking things over. 

I watched at the window but could not clearly distinguish 
the forms passing below, bent double against the wind. The 
snow succeeded in dimming the flickering arc lamps. From 
time to time the door of Khouri's opened, and the snow 
would lend a moonlike glow to the rectangle of light. Op- 
posite, at Dr. Lafleur's, there were still some rooms lit up. 
On Friday nights he always played bridge with the same 
group of friends. Their meetings were silent; a few words 
dropped here and there were the only accompaniment to 
the tapping of the cards on the table. The old doctor would 
write the score down with a smile. Afterwards they drank 
a cup of tea. And that was all until the next Friday. 

At last I saw Madeleine. She seemed tired and inattentive 
to the street and to the other passers-by. She walked past 
Khouri's without turning her head. I heard her key in the 
lock. She mounted the staircase in the dark and I went 
to meet her, snapping on the switch at the head of the stair- 
case. Snow crystals were glistening on her hair. She did 
not completely succeed in concealing her weariness. I greeted 
her, and she answered by walking past me. I sat down again 
in the gray chair and she quickly reappeared, wearing pa- 
jamas, and sat down on the rose sofa, her legs tucked in 
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under her. She picked up a magazine and leafed through 
it in a bored way. I did the same until I realized that she 
was watching me. I smiled at her a little foolishly. I saw 
that she was forcing herself to remain tense. I went to her 
very quickly, without looking at her, for fear her eyes might 
stop me. I sat down beside her and kissed her, and she 
hardly held back from my embrace at all. She stretched her- 
self out on my knees, but violently, like a child who goes 
on pouting even after he has stopped wanting to. I ca- 
ressed her, and little by little she relaxed. Her thoughts 
were elsewhere, and her eyes were far away. Then she 
stopped my hand, as if I were disturbing her private dream. 
When I put the box in her hand she did not immediately 
look at it. Her face remained without expression. But her 
love of surprises took hold of her, and she opened it The 
brilliance of the stones reflected itself in her eyes. She held 
up the bracelet to the light without saying a word, then 
fastened it on her arm and, kissing me with great seri- 
ousness, turned her wrist back and forth. My worry and 
irritation, my compassion, all melted away into desire. She 
was warm in my arms, calm and relaxed. I opened her pa- 
jamas and at once she moved back into her world of dreams. 
I wasn't certain whether I had heard the telephone before 
that moment, but I heard it then. I released her, and sud- 
denly had the impression that Madeleine had foreseen it, 
that she had been waiting for the phone call. With my back 
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turned to her I heard her sit up again and pick up her 
magazine. 

It was about my heart patient of the afternoon. They told 
me that she had suffered an attack. I had to make an effort 
to remember the face of the sick woman, though it had only 
that day struck me so forcibly. I said I would come at once. 

"What is it?" 

The sound of Madeleine's voice startled me. I realized 
that we hadn't said a word since her arrival. 

"It's serious. I have to go right away. I'll be back in half 
an hour at the most" 

With my eyes I begged her to wait for me. She conde- 
scended to nod her head, as if to say "You may go." 

The icy damp in the car made me shiver, or perhaps it 
was the sudden frustration of my desire. On Green Street the 
wheels skidded, and I had to stick close to the edge of the 
sidewalk where there was always a little hardened snow. 
The sick woman lived on a narrow sloping street between 
two hills of debris from the mine. The far end of the street 
was a sticky mixture of snow and refuse, impossible to drive 
through. I got out of the car and continued on foot Nor- 
mally it was a five-minute walk, but the wind swept the 
little street and I had to hide my nose inside my overcoat 
to breathe freely. On both sides of me the tops of the hills 
seemed to blend into the sky. On one of them a small loco- 
motive was still running, out of breath with its spasms of 
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coughing and choking. Each spasm seemed as if it must 
be the last 

All the windows of the house were lit up. The old masonry 
was crumbling in the front, as it was in all the houses of 
the neighborhood. An old woman opened the door for me. 
There must have been ten people in the narrow room which 
served as a parlor. I understood what that signified. The 
family had been called together, and in spite of the storm, 
they had all come. 

"She died all of a sudden just after we telephoned." 
No need to ask questions. There is nothing these people 
like more than to describe a death. After eating, the sick 
woman had become dizzy, had sat down as her legs gave 
way under her, and had rested her head on her arms, which 
were folded on the table. She remained prostrate for several 
seconds and then straightened up, gasping for air- She died 
immediately after, as if she were falling asleep. None of 
them could understand it "She must have eaten something 
that didn't agree with her. ... She was in such good health!" 
She had worked at the hotel that very afternoon. And I 
wondered what it was that had compelled the dead woman 
to go on earning her living, with the unbearable frenzy of 
cardiacs. Was it the money, or was it the unconscious desire 
to meet death standing up, to move away from it and defy 
it? It seemed she had not mentioned her illness to her family. 
It was evident that they did not know she had come to see 
me that afternoon. She had died fiercely and courageously, 
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like an animal. I could do nothing more for her. I asked for 
some information for the death certificate and left the family 
almost pleased at having to watch over a corpse. 

I had to let the car glide down to the bottom of the slope. 
It slipped along as if it were rolling in grease. This saved 
trying the starter, which might or might not be working. 
Down below I stalled on one of the streets leading from the 
mine, where the trucks had cut deep ruts that now were 
filled with soft snow. I abandoned the car when I began to 
smell the rubber burning. 

Long before arriving at the house, I saw that Madeleine 
had gone to bed. Not a single lamp was lit. My jaw tightened 
and the blood rushed to my head. I felt nothing but anger. 
I was going around and around, with myself and with Made- 
leine. No matter what I did, I was tricked at every turn. 



IV 

T WOULDN'T have gone out last night even to drive a 
X pregnant woman to the hospital." 

Jim drove easily. He barely touched the wheel, and we 
moved very quickly over the ice. With a nonchalant flick of 
his wrist he overtook and passed a car without skidding. 
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Actually he was the only person in town who could drive in 
such weather, but he preferred to hang around Khouri's, 
emerging only for a few chosen clients. He hibernated there. 

"Someone wanted me to go to Brownsville last night. I 
would have got stuck on the road and who do you think 
would have paid for repairs? What a nerve!" 

He said all this slowly, in a voice without inflection. An 
exclamation for Jim was never more than a slightly drawn- 
out word. From time to time he might raise his chubby 
hand to emphasize a phrase. 

"I can go by the garage and tell them to get your car." 

"Don't bother. Dr. Lafleur will drive me there." 

I didn't care to have Jim doing favors for me. He was the 
kind of man you wouldn't even want to have shine your 
shoes. There was something abnormal about him. He gave 
the impression that he might stab someone simply for the 
pleasure of carefully sponging up the blood from the wound. 

He had to slow down as we came out on the road leading 
to the hospital. The snow was blinding. Naked fields 
stretched away on both sides of the road and there was no 
obstacle to the wind. From a distance we could see that 
the road was blocked by a vehicle. It was a truck from the 
isolated mine whose mountain of sand could be seen off 
behind the hospital. Jim stopped the car, annoyed. 

A large, dark young man, handsome as a movie star, leaned 
out of the truck and greeted Jim, who watched him quietly. 
For a moment the rear wheels of the truck revolved furi- 
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ously, spitting clods of snow. Jim drummed on the steering 
wheel The truck driver repeated the operation three rimes 
more, until the chains touched asphalt and made sparks fly. 
The truck still did not move. Jim leaned out of the car, 
trying to see what the truck was carrying. A vein swelled 
up in his enormous neck. 

"The damn fool! He'd carry a load of water cans and still 
stop to dig a well if he wanted a drink. Do you know what 
he's got in the truck? Wire netting !" 

Irritably, but without hurrying, Jim walked toward the 
truck, muttering to himself. The movie star got down and 
smiled good-naturedly at Jim as he gave him directions. I 
was struck by the impression of strength that he conveyed. 
He seemed to have to restrain all his muscles to keep his 
gestures from being extravagant. He climbed into the truck, 
and under Jim's apathetic eye threw two enormous pieces of 
netting down on the ground. Jim smoked a cigarette with 
gravity, watching the young man push the netting under 
the wheels and condescending to give a little advice. Sud- 
denly he came toward me as if he had been struck by an 
idea. 

"Do you know this fellow ?" 

It was the first time I had seen him. Jim registered sur- 
prise, but without conviction, as if he didn't believe me. 

"You should have met him by this time. He's always at 
KhouriV 

He bit his nails self-consciously and watched me. I didn't 
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react; I had no idea what it might signify to know or not 
know the young man. 

"His name is Richard Hetu. A nice guy. All the girls run 
after him." 

Jim was looking thoughtfully at him. He added, through 
his teeth, "Married women too. But he'll never set the world 
on fire." 

Jim's remarks at once created a fetid atmosphere around 
me. I knew him thoroughly I could swear to that; and I 
caught a glimpse of where he was hoping to lead me. Jim 
looked for a wound and then probed it. It was the only 
way he got pleasure out of life. 

"Hey! Come here a minute, Richard!' 5 

Richard raised his head, his happy, boyish smile still on 
his lips. 

"You know Dr. Dubois. It's him." He pointed to me as 
if I were a tree or a stone. 

Richard glanced at me briefly, no longer smiling. He ac- 
knowledged me with a nod of his head, then stretched him- 
self out again in the snow. 

"You've made an impression on him.' 5 Jim grunted. Or 
perhaps it was a laugh, "Good. I think he's going to pull 
the truck out. I hope you won't be too late." 

He sat down behind the steering wheel, breathing noisily. 
The wheels of the truck bit into the metal. The one on our 
side spun in the air a moment because the wire had jammed, 
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but it fell smoothly, and the truck moved forward along 
the road without stopping. 

"The netting will be a present for the farmers of the 
neighborhood," Jim said as he let out the clutch. 

He passed the truck slowly, even lifting his foot off the 
accelerator a little. 

"A funny guy!" 

I wasn't listening to Jim. I was watching Richard intensely, 
as if his face might suddenly reveal to me some fundamental 
truth. He himself kept his eyes obstinately on the road, 
but his jaw tightened slightly. Then Jim accelerated so 
rapidly that we skidded a little. He repeated: "A funny 

guy." 

The art of insinuation as Jim practiced it! It all began 
very smoothly, as if it were greased. No surprises. He spun 
his thread slowly, and you weren't aware of it until it was 
as thick as a rope. 

Leaning on the accelerator, he drove along very quickly 
and silently. He wanted me to notice the risks he was taking 
to get me to the hospital on time. I couldn't have been 
trapped more surely by his words. 

'Why did you call my attention to that young man?" 

He looked astonished, as though he hadn't expected me 
to return to that subject 

"About Richard Hetu?" His hand was raised, and he held 
it where it was to emphasize the question. "No special 
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reason. Because he was there and you didn't know him. You 
ask funny questions, Doc. If I started talking about the road, 
you'd ask why I was talking about the road to you* It's the 
same thing." 

"No it's not, Jim." 

I said this in spite of myself, and I could swear that Jim 
smiled with satisfaction. There was no longer any possible 
doubt; he knew that he had caught me. Slowly he passed 
his hand over his face and watched me in the mirror. I had 
to prevent myself from stamping my feet with nervous irri- 
tation. I kept my eyes on the road and tried not to think of 
anything. 

At last we arrived at the hospital. Jim, quicker than I in 
spite of all his fat, placed his hand on the door handle and 
before turning it took the time to say to me: "Don't forget 
what I told you. It's only four days to Christmas. Better 
get your car fixed up." 

Then I was caught up in the rhythm of the hospital and 
no longer had the leisure to think. I would even have played 
solitaire to keep myself from thinking. 

Rested and refreshed, Madeleine's face no longer seemed 
ravaged. I could hardly believe that she had seemed so pitiable 
to me the day before. She welcomed me with a kiss and 
took my bag from me, displaying a gaiety I had often seen 
in her before but which on this day failed to convince me. 
I reacted coldly, but did not thrust her away. I saw she was 
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wearing the bracelet, and I was more irritated than com- 
forted. Therese was within range of our voices and she 
didn't seem to remember my ill-humor of the night before. 
Madeleine seemed upset by my poor spirits at the table, 

"Did you come home late last night? Are you tired?" 

As if she didn't know exactly when I had come home! I 
was discovering in Madeleine a woman I had not known 
before. She had never before practiced dissimulation. She 
too was maturing. 

"I wasn't gone an hour. But you went to sleep." 

She said nothing more, no doubt astonished at my hard- 
ness, when the day before I had been so yielding. Almost 
without being aware of it, I kept staring at the bracelet 
Madeleine followed my glance and immediately struck up 
a spasmodic conversation with Therese who, evidently well 
instructed, entered into the game with perfect naturalness. 
Having other things on my mind, I jumped slightly each 
time they addressed a direct word to me, 

"What are you thinking about?" 

"About you." 

"Ah!" 

Therese was there to fill up the gulfs of silence. This lasted 
until dessert, when I made a decision. I told them about 
arriving late at the hospital because of the truck. They lis- 
tened politely, waiting for me to finish so that they might 
take up their dialogue again. 
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"The driver was some big fool. , . . Jean ... or Richard 
, . . Hetu. I can't remember. Handsome, though. . . ." 

If Madeleine trembled, I could not see it At most, I noticed 
a slight tension. You could tell when Madeleine blushed, 
but never when she turned pale. 

"Jim was surprised I didn't know him. He's always at 
Khouri's, Jim said. Quite a man with the girls." 

My eyes didn't leave Madeleine's face, but she refused to be 
stared down. I saw her pupils darken, as if a shadow had 
passed over her eyes. 

"Married women also, Jim says." 

Perhaps it was only to the insistence of my look that 
Madeleine reacted, and not to my words. Her lips tightened, 
and the veins in her neck swelled out I could not face her 
any longer, and my eyes fell. I was no better than Jim. I was 
using all his weapons, shamelessly, without even masking 
them. Just as loathsome. I said a few words more about the 
wire netting and then stopped speaking. Madeleine emerged 
from her eclipse. She managed to smile, and Therese did 
the same. They started to talk again about hair-styles and 
clothes and the movies. I had never known my wife to use 
such weapons to defend herself. Before, she had been direct; 
she would make a frontal attack, crush me, and retire. Her 
new manner left me unarmed. How was I to know when 
she was pretending? She might even be treacherous enough 
to pretend to a nonexistent anxiety. Suddenly I no longer 
believed Jim's words. They seemed lifeless and unreal. I was 
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tremendously relieved not to have to push my schemes any 
further. Heaven only knew what injustice I might have 
committed through the suspicions Jim had stirred up in me. 
I was happy that they had not led me into some irreparable 
action. Still, the situation remained ambiguous, and I did 
not yet feel like a man who has just found solid ground 
under his feet when he was expecting to step out into a 
void. Madeleine was not letting me off without some reason* 
Perhaps she didn't dare burst out in front of Theresa She 
would wait and reserve to herself the choice of when to 
strike. All things considered, I realized I would have to 
examine the other possibility, the one which could not, must 
not be true. 

With difficulty I changed my expression and tried to in- 
terest myself in their conversation. Therese remained an 
enigma to me. Up to what point did Madeleine confide in 
this big girl? Had she told her about our scene at Khouri's? 
I didn't think so. She had no reason to turn Therese against 
me. 

On Saturdays I rarely received patients and made my calls 
late in the afternoon. I sat at the table a long time, but the 
two women left me there and busied themselves at the sink, 
occasionally speaking in low voices. I smoked a cigarette 
and then asked Madeleine to join me in the parlor. She 
answered that Therese couldn't manage the work alone 
and I was left to myself. 

I lay down on the sofa, Madeleine's usual refuge. I dozed 
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a little, from time to time watching the women. I must have 
fallen sound asleep because I suddenly saw that someone 
had closed the door between the kitchen and the parlor with- 
out my being aware of it. I got up, and almost without 
thinking about it, opened the door. Therese was sitting next 
to the table, and seeing me, hid her right wrist in a much 
too obvious manner. I moved nearer her, seeming to look 
out the window. I had to restrain myself from crying out in 
rage. She was covering up the bracelet I had given Madeleine 
the day before. And I felt, almost physically, that my wife 
was absent. 

'Where is Madeleine?" 

"She went out" 

"Where?" 

"Shopping." 

She answered in a noncommittal voice. I didn't dare insist 
that she be more precise. I tried to hide my anger until I 
was back in the parlor, where it exploded in me. No, this 
game no longer amused me at all. I was going to stop beat- 
ing about the bush and speak to her like a husband. To go 
so far as to spy on me, waiting for me to fall asleep, in order 
to sneak out! And if Therese was wearing the bracelet, 
it must mean that Madeleine had taken it off before going 
out. Why? Why? Because where she was going the bracelet 
would offend some other person? The blood rushed to my 
head. It couldn't have been more than ten minutes since 
she had left the house. I would go after her. 
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It was only when I got outside that I realized my car was 
still stranded on the slope between the two hills of waste. 
Dr. Lafleur's car was in front of me. He parked it outside 
his house, and often left the keys in it. They were there 
now. I was by then quite capable of committing such an 
indiscretion. 

So I drove slowly along Green Street in the direction of 
the church and the stores in his car. I had still seen nothing 
by the time I reached the red light in front of the church. 
The sidewalks were crowded the final Saturday before 
Christmas. People had come from twenty miles around to 
buy things for the holidays. I turned to the right and fol- 
lowed a parallel street, coming out on Green Street again, 
down the hill next to Khouri's. Nothing yet. I continued up 
to the seminary, all in vain. Even so, I wasn't going as far as 
the lake. On the way back I drove at ten miles an hour, 
horns sounding furiously behind me. Good God! She couldn't 
have vanished into thin air. 

The gigantic neon sign at Khouri's snapped its fingers at 
me. KHOURI in red; KHOURI in white. KHOURI in red; 
KHOURE in white. A paradise forbidden to me. If I went back 
in there the whole town would know of it There would be 
twenty pairs of eyes fastened on me, examining me under a 
microscope, just as the jeweler had done. I let the door of the 
car slam behind me, but the noise didn't relieve my feelings. 
I crossed the street without looking at anyone, for fear my 
anger would be obvious. I would insult the first person I 
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met. On the other side I pretended to be taking an after- 
dinner stroll. The windows of the restaurant were clouded 
by the frost, and in the door I could see only a reflection of 
the street I passed by twice, going and coming back. Then, 
returning to our house, I encountered Therese. 

"Where are you going?" 

"Shopping." 

"I thought Madeleine just went out to do it." 

"Her list wasn't complete." 

She smiled constrainedly and went on, her enlarged hip 
jutting out with every step. I didn't go up to the apartment; 
I couldn't bear its emptiness. I sat down behind the table 
in my office and looked out the window at the snow* It was 
falling with less abundance, slowly. My anger melted into 
calm, then into torpor. I stopped asking myself questions 
about Madeleine and about my reactions to her. I was ex- 
hausted by my efforts, weary of pursuing, weary of searching 
for significance in the dullest gestures and words, weary of 
turning on the spit. Let them profit by my weariness to 
separate me from Madeleine; let them tell me, when I 
reopened my eyes, that it was all finished, that I should have 
to start to live again without Madeleine, that I was no longer 
attached to her like a Siamese twin. At that moment I was 
as malleable as wax. Everything would pass away without 
unhappiness. 

I drummed on my table with a paper knife and traced 
a circle in the dust with its point Therese and Madeleine 
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were in perfect agreement about never setting foot inside 
my office. At Dr. Lafleur's, the dirty bandages were washed. 
In my house they were thrown away. I myself washed the 
pincers and forceps and other instruments once or twice a 
month. The women would barely agree to wash out the 
empty medicine bottles. As for the jars that I used for 
urinalysis, there was no point in mentioning them. A 
dirty profession, medicine. And Madeleine's mother used to 
coo about its pleasures! Her daughter's keener, more delicate, 
sense of smell kept her entirely away from it My irritation 
returned, and images began to set each other in motion in- 
side my head. Violently they moved toward despair. The 
indifference, even repulsion, that Madeleine felt toward my 
profession I extended, in my mind, to everything. To myself. 
What pleasures had we had in common since our marriage? 
What did we agree about? It was all sordid. A complete 
failure. We were bound together only by our mutual frus- 
trations. I was assailed by a physical horror of my office, 
of the apartment, of that atmosphere of mediocrity mixed 
with hostility, and I went out Spiritually I felt as lifeless as 
the dust. I went to find my car back in the slum section, and 
made my calls earlier than usual. 

The shop windows were filled with cheap merchandise 
pretending to be precious jewelry. In front of Arthur Pre- 
vost's store an enormous fir tree, perched abreast the second 
floor, displayed its small, multicolored balls the way vulgar 
women display their baubles. It was certainly strange, cele- 
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brating a Child born on a straw pallet in a manger with 
such an outburst of commercialism. Prevost had confided to 
me that every year he did a third of his yearly business in 
the single month of December. One might have thought 
that Christmas had disgusted them forever with poverty; 
that the sight of the straw in the manger only sent them 
galloping off to the shops. 

The snow had almost stopped and the air was less cold. 
I felt horribly depressed. 

Madeleine and Therese were cutting out a dress on the 
kitchen table. They would discuss every snip of the scissors 
for ten minutes, and after two or three cuts would chatter 
a little or look at the patterns in the magazine. They would 
not be finished until midnight, and Therese would be sleep- 
ing in our house, 

I turned on the radio so as not to hear them, and read 
the paper without interest. My boredom was so real that 
I could feel it all around me. 

When I had come back from my calls, Madeleine was 
helping Therese prepare dinner. I didn't want to question 
her, and besides, she avoided being left alone with me. I 
asked myself what our life would be like without Therese 
there to keep us from being alone together. I was left to my- 
self, but I waited patiently. I had an eternity before me. I was 
so calm that I bored myself and made myself yawn. The 
music glided over me without penetrating. The women's 
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cackle was no more than a faraway rumor by the time it 
reached me, a shrill hum that failed to pierce my calm. A soft, 
downy inclosure, shut in upon itself so that nothing could 
reach it. A commonplace house where happiness glowed, 
without surprises. No use to sound the walls, seeking drama. 
They were empty of it, A home for wise couples. For them, 
love wore no painful mask but was tranquil, a daily oc- 
currence, nourished by a little worry, a little blindness, and 
by the prospect of another day which perhaps would finally 
be different. 

Madeleine and I had encountered each other a little while 
earlier at the bathroom door. We had been very polite, both 
of us recoiling with lowered eyes. I ceded more ground than 
she, no doubt because I was older. Our only contact of the 
evening. What must Therese think of such quiet married 
people? That young woman wasn't satisfied simply with 
surface appearances. Certainly she knew we had a marital 
problem like Jim, but without his evil intentions. 

Finally they succeeded in piercing my wall. Madeleine 
spoke to me. 

"Are you going to take your bath?" 

Yes, I ought to take a bath. Baths are relaxing. Nothing 
better for the nerves. Napoleon took one every day, even on 
the battlefield. Yes, I might as well bore myself in the bath- 
tub as anywhere else. And besides, the next day was Sunday, 
and in Macklin everyone takes a bath on Saturday night. 
Was my wife becoming adjusted to the place ? 
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But when I left the bathroom there was no one in the 
kitchen or in the parlor. Madeleine was in bed and asleep. 
At least, she wanted me to think that she was asleep. I had 
counted all those hours drop by drop for nothing, in order 
in the end to see my wife simulate sleep very cleverly, to 
realize that I was firmly pierced by my spit, that it was 
beginning to turn again. 

So a life wears away. 



Part Two 



I 



MY HANDS clutched suddenly at the steering wheel as 
if someone had plucked at the tendons of my wrists. 
People call it "hugging one's pain." But the pain didn't 
dim my vision; my vision was very clear. Only my hands 
were rebelling. And my feet. If I had been standing, they 
might have given way as well. The proof was that I had 
released the accelerator and the car had come slowly to a 
stop. There were no cars to block in the small, deserted streeL 
I had time to breathe deeply and to wait for the attack to 
pass. But the lump in my stomach didn't loosen; it became 
tighter. Nothing to fear. It would be no physical harm, 
though great hot waves flowed out from it, stirring my 
entrails. As when one thinks suddenly about death. One's 
own death. 

Then came a deep, hollow emptiness; the need for tears. 
My eyes blurred at last. The tears came to the surface, trem- 
bling there a little but not falling. I was in despair, like 
a child with a cookie when a dog snatches it away. I had 
been cheated, and I had known it. But it's when the time 
comes to pay that the enormity of the loss becomes clear. 
My flesh had been waiting for the blow, my blood had been 
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boiling with impatience to be everywhere at once, to be 
prepared; but when the blow fell, it had been wholly un- 
expected, as if at bottom I had never really believed in it 
It was monstrous, unjust, irremediable as if one of my 
limbs had been hacked off to be grafted on to someone else's 
body. I would never recover the limb. There was no possible 
counterstroke. 

I wished that I could cry. There was blackness everywhere, 
before me and behind me. In such dark gloom I could only 
groan and writhe until someone raised the door of the trap 
and let the images of life move by unmenacingly again. The 
strangest thing was that anger and rage no longer had a hold 
on me. Exhausted, I had thrown down my weapons and 
could only wait in the darkness for my throat to be cut 

A final spasm ran through me. I thrust the pedal to the 
floor, and the car reared and bounded forward. My blood 
flowed again suddenly. I raised an arm it was no longer 
powerless. I turned the car on two wheels, skidding side- 
ways, and filled the street with a sinister sound that gave me 
an illusion of extraordinary power. I kept my hand hard on 
the horn from the moment I started off. After my sharp 
U-turn I leaned on the brake, still blowing the horn. I suc- 
ceeded in heading them off, and I passed very slowly in front 
of them. Ah! Madeleine's eyes! I saw in them the same 
panic from which I had just emerged. She also was under- 
going a sudden amputation. Five seconds time enough for 
our two souls to grapple with each other. And then I could 
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drive on. I would live with her all that day as she would 
with me. At last we had penetrated each other. No more 
obscurity. I no longer had to keep her at arm's length. Now 
it was soul against soul, united, glued together by hatred, 
a more tenacious bond than love. We were like two dogs 
whose jaws are so tightly interlocked that they can no 
longer be separated. We were assured of each other's con- 
stant company. I had not seen him. He was only the shadow 
who threw Madeleine into relief, the catalyst that had caused 
us to come together. 

The feeling of power persisted. I injected a new burst of 
speed into the car. The weather was so much better that 
the middle of the street was covered with water again. And 
the tires bit the road well. The asbestos dust had not yet 
spread its glaze over everything. I was forced to stop at 
the corner of Green Street. I pulled up but let the motor race, 
with the clutch out. The passers-by stared at me, some of 
them smiling indulgently. If I had stripped the gears too, 
they would have died laughing. 

A beautiful Sunday for a walk. A warm sun. The shop 
windows filled to overflowing with little pledges of fidelity, 
such as bracelets. Every Sunday the inhabitants of Macklin 
dined as well as their priest and doctor did. Then they di- 
gested. It looks funny, a town digesting. With a slightly 
better attuned ear, one might hear a low belching every- 
where. The old women were certain that they had heart 
conditions because they had eaten too much and felt gas on 
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their stomachs. They walked slowly along Green Street, 
faces stiff, pushing their children ahead of them., reminding 
them ceaselessly not to get dirty. Then they went home, 
brushed off the lint acquired by their clothes during their 
walk and waited for supper, at which they ate the leftovers 
from dinner. 

There were some couples who did not plunge themselves 
so completely into this reality. They would desert the main 
street for more secluded ways, in search of their dream, until 
the moment when the police another sort of reality in 
which it is necessary to believe gathered them up. All this 
went to make Sundays almost oppressively peaceful I was 
outside the game; I watched it from behind a glass partition 
I could not succeed in breaking. I watched, like Jim, but 
without his equanimity. That was my weakness. 

Finally I started along Green Street, driving down the 
center of the street, blowing my horn continually to clear 
the road for me. I arrived in front of Khouri's, where I had 
to give a sharp turn to the steering wheel to avoid Dr. La- 
fleur's car. He had just turned to enter the garage driveway. 
The old doctor would be having palpitations. I left the car 
in the street in order to enter our house before my colleague 
could speak to me. I was in no mood for kindness. 

I found Therese daydreaming in the kitchen, eating cookies 
and drinking a glass of milk. 

"Go home." 
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She opened her eyes wide. My look intimidated her a 
little. 

"What about dinner?" 

She did not dare resist me. She had understood everything 
at once. I had seen the little mechanism at work in her eyes. 
Therese was our familiar demon, but she didn't have to lift 
up the roof of the house to watch us. We had given her a 
choice seat at our fireplace, right between Madeleine and me. 

"Go home!" 

I shouted because shouting made me feel better. Don't get 
frightened, Therese I am not going to become violent. She 
wore the look of a child who, after throwing a stone, real- 
izes suddenly that a stone can wound even a man like 
Father. Her wide eyes showed fear, and they asked also 
for a little forgiveness. But she was not on the right track, 
that big girl. I had no intention of reassuring her, telling 
her that I liked her well enough, in spite of ... 

I went to sit down in the parlor, trembling, waiting for 
her to leave. Standing in front of the sink she turned her 
back to me and managed to drink down her glass of milk. 
Then she went into her room and came out again With her 
hat and coat. She said good night to me in a quivering 
voice. That was that. She would pass a miserable Sunday 
too. 

After she left I moved around the apartment, from one 
room to another. I might have taken the car, abandoned 
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everything there, and gone back to my mother's. Not only 
women, apparently, go home to their mothers and later come 
back from them. Actually things of this sort have happened 
to everyone from the beginning of time, and they have 
never prevented people from having children, from going 
on. That is the way to rationalize. Excessive demands destroy 
happiness. The proof ... no rationalization could carry me 
beyond that point, could make me more sober. It was true 
that life went on, that this was only a matter between Made- 
leine and myself and perhaps one other; we were the only 
ones disturbing the Sunday quiet. But I was incapable at 
the moment of anything but egotism. I felt alone in the 
world. 

What was I doing there in the house? I was waiting. 
Perhaps when she came back we would talk to each other. 
Language still offered possibilities. We could explain. When 
one puts things into words, it softens them a little, they 
become more familiar and perhaps eventually wipe them- 
selves out. One can escape into words, accept them as a 
screen. If Madeleine should tell me that nothing had taken 
place but what I had seen a Sunday walk how would I 
react ? From the warmth that came over me I realized clearly 
that I was still vulnerable, that I was crazy enough to be- 
lieve in a complete happiness, a happiness that would one 
day have to be defined. 

And if she never came back? Madeleine had a taste for 
the imprudent. Without hesitation she would gamble on her 
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last penny. She had long years ahead of her still to worry 
about security; a supply of daily bread was not enough to 
hold her. If she never came back ? My flesh grew weak at 
the thought of her absence. I gasped for air. I was not ready 
to consider such a possibility. It was as if all the rest of 
the house had sunk into an abyss, as if I alone remained 
sitting there in the gray armchair, dizzy, my feet stretched 
out over the void. I was defending neither a plaything nor 
a possession. I was defending that part of myself that was 
part of her, the finest, most vital part, the one I must not 
allow to be amputated; it was what made me Alain Dubois. 
By leaving me, Madeleine would be taking away my identity. 

Like a patch of oil soaking through every obstacle, inertia 
overcame me again. Everything became obliterated by time, 
diminished, melted into grayness. Madeleine would blur 
away, I would no longer remember her face, nor our happi- 
ness together, nor what she had signified to me, nor even 
that I had been hurt by her. An old man cannot re-create 
physically the moment when he possessed a woman for the 
first time. Life carries along so many things in its course 
that in the end everything runs together and disappears. If 
Madeleine were to die, I would not suffer any longer; I 
would accept it 

I let myself be taken in by this nauseous senile wisdom 
until I wanted to howl Not even a dog lets himself surrender 
everything that way. Ah, if only I could become stupid, 
quickly; if I could tear up by the roots the small lamp of 
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the mind which never seemed to light up anything! As an 
animal I would at least have the blind courage of animals 
and would require more evidence before surrendering. 

I walked to the window and drummed on the pane. The 
noise grated on me. Already there were shadows in the 
apartment; outside a gray mist accentuated the white of 
the snow. The sun had gone down over the town, but on 
the summits of the hills it was still reflected in a mirror of 
ice. There was no one in the street A few cars passed, 
quickly and silently, as if they were embarrassed at finding 
themselves still out at such an hour. 

How was I to fill up the dead hours without giving myself 
up to my pain? Eat? I felt too sick. There was a bottle of 
whisky in the buffet, almost untouched. I did not like 
drinking, perhaps because I had never reached a state of 
grace from it. The bottle glowed with a dark yellow light 
in the semigloom, like old leather of good quality. It was 
a peaceful light, like that of fire in a fireplace, like pale 
cigars, like a fur-lined cloak. It exuded the gentle tranquillity 
of a middle-aged man who has already retired from business. 
You drink and you become wealthy, your burdens fall from 
you. The insipid taste in your mouth becomes pungent, a 
new heat brings life to your veins. I let myself glide down 
the slope of abandon. I smelled and I tasted the calm of the 
hour, of the house. I did lose feeling, but I dragged along 
behind life very slowly, weighty, and happy to be so. I 
settled all my attention on listening to the silence, on hearing 
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myself exist. I drank four or five times from die bottle and 
then slept, felt myself cease to be, felt myself freeze. 

When I woke up, my mouth tasted bitter and I was heavy 
and aching all over. My hand knocked against the whisky 
bottle. In front of me I saw a ray of light, penetrating to 
the center of the room from the door of our bedroom. Made- 
leine. Her face when she saw me slumped in the armchair, 
the bottle beside me and the glass overturned on the rug! 
I couldn't imagine it as yet; my mind was working distract- 
edly. Little by little it took up life again. I stayed motionless 
for some time, until I heard a sniffling sound from Made- 
leine's room. Quietly I approached her. I had time to see her 
small face streaked with great dark streaks her eye make-up 
that her tears had smeared down her cheeks. A brief second, 
and then she turned and put out the light I stood at the 
foot of her bed, silent and amazed. She went on breathing 
nervously; then the breathing became regular and heavy. 
I waited in the darkness. I was waiting for her to speak to 
me. But the silence persisted, stupid and ridiculous. I sat 
down on the bed, without touching her, and turned over in 
my mind words that I then thrust away, pitiable words that 
would only have been meaningless sounds. 

"What have you done, Madeleine?" 

My voice and my words had a softness that surprised 
and^ shocked me. But around me 5 in the gloom, the voice 
and the words resounded together. A convulsive sob burst 
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from Madeleine, and it outraged me. I thought It out of place, 
a cowardly weapon. I listened to the sob die, and to the 
sniffling that followed it. Then there was silence again. She 
was still crying, no doubt, but was stifling her sobs. I could 
tell from her trembling body. At last she was about to speak 
to me. It was her turn to do so, to answer me. Nothing, 

"Listen, Madeleine. . . ." 

She gave way again, this time beating her pillow with 
clenched fists. It was a language I had not anticipated, one 
that I had yet to understand. Did it mean to signify that there 
was nothing to say, that she was suffering because there was 
nothing she could do for me, that she had not wanted this 
to happen, that she herself was a victim? Or that she didn't 
understand, that she was struggling with an unbearable 
situation into which she had somehow fallen and from which 
she could not escape? It was strange how close her suffering 
was to me in the darkness. At first I thrust it away from me, 
as if it were somehow indecent; but then it grasped me, and 
I allowed it to penetrate me. Once again I was struck by the 
impression that her despairing face had given me when I 
had seen her in the street and she had not known that I was 
watching her. I felt her turning and twisting, overcome with 
panic, and I realized that I should be holding out my arms to 
her. That was part of the contract I had made with her, 
even i . . . even if she had taken back what she had de- 
posited in trust with me. I trembled at the idea and forced 
myself not to listen to her sobs. Good God, why must a man 
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and a woman maneuver so when they face each other? Why 
make themselves so inaccessible ? 

I leaned over her, and her warmth struck my face. Her 
hair still smelled of the fresh air. She knew that I was draw- 
ing near her, and she edged back a little. 
"You must explain things to me, Madeleine." 
She held her breath, and I felt her wrap herself in a 
determined obstinacy. What my anger had failed to do, my 
gentleness, due perhaps to the whisky, had easily brought 
about. Madeleine was defending herself against me. If the 
lamp had been lit, I might have seen her proud eyes defying 
me. I had freed her only so that she might fight me again. 
"I'm waiting, Madeleine." 
"You're drunk. Leave me alone." 

Her hissing pride had quickly reappeared. She was still 
cold-blooded enough to try to humiliate me, to make me 
out still to be the villain. 
"Oh, no! You're going to explain." 
"I have nothing to say to you. Go to bed." 
I could not keep throwing myself against her pride without 
destroying it I was not going to retreat before her. I had 
spared her, yet she did not hesitate to get up and fight again 
after I had thrown away my weapons. 
"How long have you been seeing Richard Hetu?" 
She turned her back to me and settled herself in the bed 
as if she were going to sleep. I shouted at her: "You're going 
to answer me. Listen to me, Madeleine. You've got to talk. 
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Fm not going to bed until you've told me everything. 

Everything!" 

She remained motionless beneath the covers. There was 
no wisdom or compassion or wish to understand left in me; 
only a frantic desire to conquer her, to humiliate and crush 
her. I grabbed her wrists and turned her over on her back. 

"You're not going to get out of it like this, Madeleine. I 
have the right to know. It's my right, you hear?" 

She fought back, scratching and biting. We had a wild 
struggle, both of us unrestrained. We rolled on the bed. I 
felt no shame at defeating her, at holding her under me 
writhing with rage and humiliation. It was her terrible pride 
that I was crushing down. Shamelessly, with great delight, I 
was taking my revenge on that pride which had made me 
suffer so long, which had disarmed me too often. She might 
deny it, but she had lost and she knew it Furious but power- 
less, she burst into sobs again. My face was wet with tears 
and there was a taste of salt in my mouth. When I left her 
she struck at me, more unhappy still at not being able to hurt 
me. Then she got up and took refuge at the other end of 
the apartment. 

Khouri's sign glowed on and off through the window, 
projecting a blood-colored light into the room every three 
seconds. I was overcome by what I had just done. My damp 
hand clutched at my throat. I felt like vomiting with shame. 
The air I breathed was impregnated with it. Bent over the 
bed I tried to concentrate on the night outside. No use. What 
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I saw did not relieve me of my burden. If there had been 
any light in the room, I might have seen the nerves twitching 
under my skin. Ah, I much preferred anger to this! Anger 
is clean and innocent, and innocence is a terrible weapon. 
Now I had handed it over to Madeleine; she would know 
how to use it better than I. 

I was rotting, falling apart in that atmosphere. If I stayed 
there they would discover me the next morning encrusted 
with mold. I had to leave, to go anywhere, it didn't matter 
where. 

I found myself outside without having seen Madeleine, 
who remained hidden in some dark corner of the apartment. 
Was she waiting for me to leave the house ? 

I opened ail the windows in the car and drove, whipped by 
the glacial air. It did little to cleanse me. I passed the sem- 
inary, then the lake. I stopped at Brownsville, a small mining 
village which also had its mountain of debris and its half- 
fallen houses. But the atmosphere of the town was too peace- 
ful and drove me away from it. I returned toward Macklin 
without subduing my fury. It had increased, rather, in the 
cold air; because I was growing sober, because I better under- 
stood my impotence and everything that weighed me down, 
all that had not existed even the day before and which now 
had suddenly become swollen immeasurably by my own ac- 
tions and by Madeleine's, It had all sprung up in so little 
time through a defeat I had never anticipated before that 
evening* 
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The neon sign over the hotel entrance shivered in the night 
as I passed. On Sundays they served drinks until midnight. 
I still had an hour left Anything rather than return to the 
house and find myself, eyes lowered, before Madeleine. I 

stopped. 

The room, although it was huge, was entirely filled with 
drinkers workers and miners. There was one woman pres- 
ent for every ten men. I hesitated before entering the room. 
I had never been seen there before, and besides, although I 
knew the miners relatively well through having met them 
separately in their own homes, around a sickbed, seeing them 
in such great numbers all in one room made them seem 
strangers to me, hostile strangers. They frightened me with 
their pale faces, hardened by daily toil, by the lack of human 
kindness in their expressions. I sat down at a table near the 
door, a table that was no doubt unoccupied because it was 
exposed to the cold air from outside every time the door 
opened. My neighbors interrupted their conversations to look 
me straight in the eye, gravely, without amusement. As if I 
were drowning and they were wondering whether I would 
come up to the surface one last time. They watched me, but 
they did not dare talk about me among themselves. The 
men of the town had always struck me by the modesty o 
their language. Their looks were indiscreet perhaps, but 
never their words. 

A waiter appeared, looking at me much as the others did. 
I asked for a double whisky. Some heads turned toward me 
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from the other tables. The news of my presence was making 
the rounds o the room; I could follow it by the movement 
of heads. 

I would swear that a Macklin doctor had never before 
drunk liquor in that establishment. However, they might 
look at me without respite; they were saving me from my- 
self. At last I was succeeding in forgetting about my own 
skin. 

I was a rather special guest, evidently. It was the owner 
of the place himself who brought me my glass. I knew him 
vaguely. With his hand he thrust away the money I offered 
him. 

"It's on the house, Doctor." 

He said "the house" the way a nun might speak of her con- 
vent He waited, standing in front of me: very tall, thin, with 
blue eyes that were striking against his dark skin. I invited 
him to sit down. 

"Well, Doctor, how's business going?" 

"All right." 

Two businessmen chatting about their affairs on a Sunday 
night. He must have been wondering whether medicine 
paid as well as hotelkeeping. I said nothing more. He was 
quiet also, in no way embarrassed by my silence. They were 
all like that They accepted your silence, just as they expected 
their own not to upset you. 

I was not used to liquor. I emptied my glass rapidly and 
immediately felt exhilarated. The patron called a waiter over 
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quietly and had it filled again, again refusing my money. 

"What would you think of me if I took it from you?" 

Always the same religious tone. I was honoring him by 
drinking his whisky. 

"Dr. Lafleur's getting old. You're a big help to him. A 
very fine man, Dr. Lafleur." 

He said the last phrase in a tone of voice which led me to 
believe that the phrase was incomplete. A polite formula, of 
no more importance than "good morning" or "good night." 
Actually he was calculating my income and wondering how 
many patients my old colleague had handed over to me. 

"He's had most of the work in town for a long time/' he 
continued. "Think of the number of babies he's brought into 
the world in forty years." 

I wanted to answer by saying that I was not running in 
any such marathon, that he didn't have to compute my in- 
come that way, that Macklin no longer interested me. He 
would think I had gone slightly crazy. I finished my second 
glass. He noticed it and got up, saying to me, "It's late. I 
won't keep you. I know that a doctor doesn't get much 
sleep." 

"I'm not going. I'm thirsty." 

His strange blue stare darkened. I was turning into a prob- 
lem. What kind of doctor was this who came into a bar 
and drank too much? He sat down again, watching me 
attentively. He was honest. He would take his time before 
judging me to be a drunken incompetent. To make certain, 
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he had another drink brought for me a weak one. I don't 
know how the waiter had understood that he was to fill up 
the glass with water. If die proprietor had signaled him, I 
hadn't seen it; and I hadn't taken my eyes off him. 

"Perhaps you've had a little celebration at your house 
today?" 

He smiled pleasandy, to encourage me to answer in the 
affirmative so that my reputation would be saved in his eyes. 
We were both helped out of our difficulty by Khouri, who 
appeared suddenly out of nowhere, whom I hadn't seen at 
all. The last man I wanted to talk to that night. He made an 
effort to appear natural, but could not hide his stupefaction 
at seeing me there. The proprietor, for his part, was also 
astonished to see Khouri. He must be having delusions that 
evening. Khouri and I were very unusual customers. Perhaps 
the notables of the town were beginning to frequent his 
establishment? He considered that for a while, and then 
decided that we must have arranged to meet at the hotel, 
for he left us, saluting me with a short gesture of his hand. 
Khouri sat down and regarded the room silently, waiting for 
me to speak first. I asked him what he was doing in the bar 
at that hour. He said that he had driven someone down, a 
relative, and that, in looking around the room going out, he 
had seen me. His eyes questioned me mutely. I would re- 
fuse to let him know anything. The liquor was warming my 
blood. 

"How long has this been going on, Khouri?" 
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He appeared bewildered and took Ms time* 

"Has what been going on ?" 

"Madeleine and young Hctu. Don't play dumb, Khouri." 

One more glass and I would be sick. I held on to all my 
powers of lucidity while torturing Khouri. 

"I don't know. I ... I don't keep up with things like 
that." 

"Don't keep up ... you bastard!" 

The Syrian's eyes hardened a little under the impact of the 
word, but his natural timidity quickly took the upper hand. 

"What about that stupid warning you gave me three days 
ago?" 

"It was only because people were talking. She's been seen 
at my place alone too often." 

Good, wholesome anger brought me back to life. 

"Don't be a fool, Khouri. I want to know. I've got to 
know! Talk, or . . ." 

I clenched my fists. He saw that I was drunk, that I might 
do anything. 

"She's been seeing him for about two weeks*" 

"At your place?" 

"At my place, and at other places." 

"Where?" 

"I don't know. On the street. . * . Maybe at his place 



too." 



"Does he live alone?" 

"With his mother. But she's not always home." 
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"You think they . . ." 

Khouri was miserable by then. He realized that I was only 
trying to drag more to worry about out of him. But I pur- 
sued him relentlessly. 

"You think they've been betraying me?" 

"How would I know about that?" 

"You've watched them together in your restaurant. How 
do they behave?" 

Khouri avoided my eyes and didn't answer. 

"Do they kiss?" 

"No. Why do you ask me that?" 

"Do they kiss?" 

"They couldn't do it in the restaurant in any case." 

"Do they hold hands?" 

"You shouldn't . . ." 

"What is it about this boy that attracts her? His looks, you 
think?" 

"I don't know. I don't know anything. I've told you every- 
thing I know." 

He sat up again and looked in my eyes with his slightly 
ashamed kindness. 

"You're behaving like a child. Next you'll be asking him 
the same questions. Don't talk about it to anyone. Don't ask 
any more. People will start making fun of you." 

His singsong voice enveloped me like the dressing on a 
wound; it relaxed me. 

*To behave like a man. How do you do that, Khouri?" 
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He thought a while, but did not reply. He was basically a 
fatalist. He did not care to search for solutions. Besides, he 
knew I was indifferent to what he might answer. My weak 
burst of anger had been diluted by his voice. I had left only 
a feeling of heaviness and the desire to sleep. I got up with- 
out saying a word to Khouri and left the bar, staggering a 

bit. 

Khouri followed me discreetly, careful not to bother me 
but watching over me all the same. A kind nature, who 
wanted to do all he could but didn't want people to recognize 
his kind gestures. The freezing night failed to subdue my 
drunkenness. 

In the mirror the two headlights of Khouri's car, following 
me, made me dizzy. So did the winding road. But I was 
careful at the steering wheel; Khouri, my nocturnal friend, 
had to be reassured. We arrived in front of his restaurant 
very quietly, in single file. As if for a burglary. His shadow 
cast itself in front of his car until I was inside our house, 
closing the door. I had just enough energy left to surmount 
a final obstacle the staircase. I threw my overcoat down in 
the middle of the parlor and let myself fall on the rose sofa, 
my eyes burning with fatigue. Nothing was left of the day 
but the taste of gall in my mouth and a very vague impres- 
sion of having been unhappy. Perhaps all I really needed was 
a little liquor a far less harmful poison than violence or 
passion, 
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I felt the sound in my teeth, the high-pitched, painful 
sound of a dentist's drill I clenched my jaws to get away 
from it The sound grew louder and began to resound in my 
head. It was hollowing out the lining of my brain ; it was as 
if my bones had been separated and someone had left clamps 
in between them to keep them apart The sound, hissing, 
penetrated the interstices. Each bubble of air that burst re- 
sounded painfully. The torture half woke me, but I clung 
to unconsciousness. Things were less terrible there. The 
sound swelled again, and this time woke me completely. 

I raised my head, but let it fall again instantly. I had 
shifted my bones and they were clashing together painfully 
in my head. The telephone rang relentlessly, ten steps from 
the couch on which I was sleeping fully dressed. Nobody to 
answer it in my house. I sat up and waited for the boiling in 
my head to calm itself. It stopped, but only to let in a ham- 
mering which followed the pulsing of my blood. Without 
lifting my head again, I unhooked the receiver at last. My 
voice^ sounding ten years older 5 made ripples in the silence, 
but I knew that it wouldn't carry, that it would be stifled in 
the darkness by the door of our bedroom. Khouri's sign was 
out; there was no light but the glow from the snow which 
trailed a little milk color on the window ledge without 
penetrating into the room. At the other end of the line was 
an extremely live voice, vibrant with emotion, a subtle voice 
capable of playing on several notes, passing from fear to 
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prayer, from prayer to dryness. It was pressing, quivering, 
then peaceful and steady. I stirred the black pool of my 
mind to find the right questions to ask. I fished painfully for 

them. 

"Has labor been going on a long time ?" 

"Twelve hours." 

A family in the country. They had plenty of time to count 
the hours in the winter there. In the city they would have 
exaggerated the number to make me get up. In the country, 
the figure is exact because they always wait until the last min- 
ute. Childbearing doesn't upset them. A natural phenom- 
enon. And they witness many of those phenomena in a 
single year. 

"A first child?" 

"Yes." 

"Then don't worry. It may last several hours more." 

"Water's coming out. The pains have been coming every 
five minutes for the last two hours." 

Frigid comments. A remonstrance and an appeal to my 
doctor's reputation at the same time. She wanted to make 
clear that I had not been called without reason, and that 
they knew the stages of a lying-in as well as I did. 

"She's losing blood." 

The good woman had saved for last that red word which 
changed the whole story. She would have preferred me to 
repeat that it was not serious before she struck her blow, 
but my reflexes were slow and it cost me a great effort to 
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speak. I asked where she lived, and promised to come. It was 
three miles from town, behind the hospital where they 
would only consent to take the patient if she were half -dead. 
For most of them the hospital, with its modern equipment, 
its white aprons and masks, was only a vestibule to the ceme- 
tery. They feared the instruments and the sterilized tampons 
more than they feared the linens hurriedly soaked in boiling 
water which one had to use in their own homes to stanch 
the flow of blood. 

I turned on the lamp. A thousand needles pierced my eyes 
and I sat down, overcome with dizziness. I would never be 
able to work decently in that state. I looked at my watch 
almost two o'clock. With both hands on my forehead I 
waited; waited for a miracle to take place, for the pincers to 
relax their grip. I searched for a cure. My brain groped 
forward. But there the remedy was, before me on the rug. It 
shone there with a quiet glow under the lamp. Madeleine 
had left the bottle of whisky where I had abandoned it. I 
drank a little. The burning in my throat made me cough. 
My sinuses rebelled and my stomach contracted. I drank 
with my eyes closed, as a child drinks his castor oil. Little 
by little my veins dilated, my blood ran more freely, and 
the pincers relaxed. I took the bottle along in the car. 

The center of the road was very slippery, but on the sides 
the snow formed a rougher surface into which the tires bit 
well. To go out alone that way at night through the 
snowed-in countryside always gave me a strange feeling. 
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Like crossing a no man's land devastated by some extraor- 
dinary cataclysm. The blue light from the snow remained a 
menace, a fatal irradiation. But this evening I had to do my 
utmost simply to keep the mechanism of my brain func- 
tioning, to strip off the thick gauze in which drunkenness 
had wrapped it up. I drove very quickly, to profit from the 
stimulation of the liquor. I turned in front of the hospital, 
in which a few lighted windows projected the only human 
feature in the countryside, and went down a side road which 
the snow had shaped into a deep gulley. I had to drive on 
it at an angle, the right wheels on one of the enormous banks 
erf snow which bordered the road on either side, and the left 
wheels at the bottom of the gulley. I stopped before a white- 
washed wooden cross which they had given me as a land- 
mark. It was the third house to the right, hidden by a rise 
in the ground. I took a drink very little, just enough to 
keep me alert and started off again. At the top of the slope 
I noticed the little house illuminated by the light from two 
narrow windows. I managed to back up the snow-covered 
footpath which led to the house, and left the car a few steps 
from the road. I went on by foot. If the car got bogged down 
they would certainly not send out the horses from the stable 
to set it going again. A curtain fell as I arrived at the house, 
and the door was opened at once. 

The room into which I made my way served both as 
kitchen and living room. It was filled with chairs, tables, a 
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gas stove, an enormous refrigerator. Inside the room were a 
man and two women. The mother and the sister, I thought 
The husband, very thin and gnarled, with eyes bloodshot 
from lack of sleep, got up slowly at my entrance and remained 
standing at the far end of the room, obviously worn-out 
It was the mother who had opened the door. It was also she 
who had telephoned. This was an event which allowed her 
to take everyone in hand, to dominate her son-in-law, She 
had her daughter back home for one night As for the sister, 
who was very young, she also kept herself a little to one side. 
The whole business would be between the mother and me. 
She had given birth a dozen times herself, and had assisted 
either neighbors or other daughters. Strengthened by all her 
experience she would watch every one of my actions at close 
range, without saying a word. She would speak when I left, 
and her opinion would have the value of a decree, 

I saw that water had been put to boil on the stove. I took 
off my overcoat and looked for a place to put it down. No 
one helped me. I left it on a chair, then slipped on my rubber 
gloves. The skin of my hands was already so damp that the 
rubber irritated it immediately. Not a word had been said 
yet And I suddenly realized that they knew I was drunk. 
I must have stunk of whisky ten feet away. They looked at 
me with calm eyes that did not judge, but merely sought to 
ascertain the facts. They did not even ask if I was in a fit 
state to practice my profession. They waited. If all went well, 
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they would admire the fact that in spite of my drunkenness 
I iiad brought it off. If not the whole province would know 
about it 

"Take me to her room." 

The mother pointed with a rigid finger to a door. I went 
to it and opened it The two women followed me in silence. 
A narrow, long room, smelling of blood and sweat. A weak 
lamp cast Its light over the pale face of the woman, who 
clenched her body for a very brief moment as I entered, then 
f ell inert on the bed. Her eyes showed the despondency that 
comes from long suffering without release. Her extreme 
psalter troubled me. Her pulse was very slow; the blood was 
not flowing freely* Extreme distension of the Stomach. I 
touched a soft surface without precise boundaries. My hands 
were trembling. During a new spasm I breathed deeply and 
weakly questioned myself. My brain did not respond. It 
could hardly be the surface of the feet or of a head or a back. 
I made a new examination. The surface was too large to be 
that of the buttocks. I was overcome with panic under the 
cold stare of the two women. To gain some time I rummaged 
in my bag, examining my instruments one by one. The 
effect of the whisky had worn away, and the hammering had 
started again inside my head, more atrociously than ever. 
Without any reason I questioned the women, not listening 
to their replies. 

"How loeg is it since she ate anything?" 

"She had a light meal at six." 
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"Has she had anything to drink?** 

"A little." 

"When did the pains begin?'* 

"After lunch." 

"The water?" 

"An hour later/* 

"The blood?" 

"It started about half an hour before we called,** 

Only the mother spoke, in a dry, toneless voice. Mean- 
while I had made my decision. I gave the patient a little 
chloroform and then made two lateral incisions. I didn't 
know what I was about to seize with the forceps, but my 
only choice was between the instruments and utter inaction. 
The two women came nearer at the moment of the incision. 
I could see their faces without turning my head. I called 
for towels, but it was the young girl who went to get them. 
The mother did not move from her place. The forceps 
slipped, I got hold of myself. It was work wasted. The for- 
ceps was too small, and I had no larger ones with me. 

I heard the regular breathing of the mother behind me. 
The patient woke up and groaned, I gave her more chloro- 
form. But good God, what could it mean? There was BO 
placenta! The forceps would have gripped it. I raised my 
glove and verified the fact, I saw my sweat falling on the 
bed. I touched hair. I was no longer drunk! I wasn't creat- 
ing monsters for myself. That head was the head of a mon- 
ster! It was jammed in the passage, blocking it completely 
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and rimming it. Then the truth struck me. The baby 
hydrocephalic! For a long time I knelt motionless at the foot 
of the bed. Ah, my brain began to function then at full 
speed. Everything was clear, cruelly clear. I saw what my 
next actions must be, their inexorable progress. I was bathed 
in sweat. 

"Get out I want to be alone with her." 

Their look was as placid as a pool of water so dark that it 
would swallow up a stone without a single ripple. 

"Get out, I tell you." 

The little one moved back a step, her eyes glistening with 
fear, Upright and stubborn, the mother quivered but didn't 
move. I would have to expel them with blows. They were in 
their own home and I was the stranger. 

"Towels. A lot of towels, quickly." 

I had shouted, but they would have watched me die with 
the same impassivity. It was still the young one who obeyed. 
The mother's weight dug into the floor. I wouldn't have been 
surprised to see her plunge through it 

The face of the woman in childbirth was now livid. Sweat 
glued her hair to her skin. I gave her chloroform for the 
last time, and then searched for a needle in my bag. I 
changed my mind, fearing that a jet of blood would burst 
out I would make a longer incision. The puncture would be 
too spectacular for the mother. The girl returned with a 
dozen large pieces of cloth. I heard the husband walking 
up and down in the kitchen; he knew already that it wasn't 



Part Two 

going properly. I was trembling, I no longer knew whether 
rom alcohol, fatigue, or rage. The two women approached 
again. 

"Get back! How do you expect me to work with the two 
of you under my feet?" 

They recoiled a step. I tightened my wrist and made the 
muscles play in order to calm my hands. I was about to be- 
come a murderer. I had hardly begun the incision when the 
thick liquid spurted. It made a long trail on the floor at the 
foot of the bed. I succeeded, even so, in lengthening it, and 
the spurting became less violent. The two women gasped. 
They were fascinated. They had seen a doctor deliberately 
kiU a child. 

Then the spasms began again, and the expulsion of the 
corpse was completed. I wrapped up the small body and 
looked dazedly down at its open head. 

"What sex?" 

The old woman's question disconcerted me as much as if. 
she had asked the color of its eyes. 

"What difference does it make since it's dead?" 

She repeated dryly: "What sex?" 

"Male." 

I held the infant at arm's length and offered it to them. I 
don't know why I did this, but I was overcame with anger 
when they wouldn't take it. 

"Take it! It's not mine! It isn't my fault it was born this 
way! A hydrocephalic child does that mean nothing to 
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foil? A waterhead! It was either the mother or the child. 
And what would you have done with a waterhead? Well, 

take it!" 

The silence was broken only by the groans of the patient 
The two other women looked at me, fascinated, as if I were a 
monster whom they would never again have the chance of 
acting. They missed nothing, they registered everything, and 
they left the dead infant in my arms. I stood that way for 
a while, not able to understand why they were acting in 
such a manner, unable to accept so absurd a situation. Then 
I put the child down at the foot of the bed. The pulse of 
the woman was slow but regular. Her breathing was deep. 
She would be free for a dozen hours or so from her pain and 
from her stillborn child. 

In the car I cried with rage, with impotence and fatigue. 
I felt as if all day long someone had been kicking at me. He 
let me take a few steps forward and then knocked me down> 
only to begin the process again. Now my back was to the 
wali I could not take one more step. I would be crushed for- 
ever or my agony would cease. 

I calmed down little by little, and indifference froze my 
soul. I was able to look at everything quite coldly. I had 
nothing more to lose; I had lost everything. The little child 
had carried me to the final step: revolt. Madeleine would 
Tanish into the vague past. She would be happy without me, 
What she had entrusted to me I had lost because someone 
had cut off my hands. Never could I clasp it again. 
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Wreaths of light from the street lamps lit up the Mils of 
debris, At their summits the little locomotives worked away, 
breaking up eternity into little grains of dust. Beneath them 
were men, digging their graves at two dollars an hour. 

I looked at my watch. Five o'clock, I had spent about three 
hours at the farm. 

The house was silent and calm. It seemed to breathe forth 
goodness. 

I lay down on the rose sofa, my soul covered with dust. I 
felt peaceful and calm, like the dead. 
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' 1 ! 'HTR telephone again. My head felt as if it were enveloped 
X in cotton wool, and I roused myself like a swimmer 
battling against the current Dr. Lafleur's voice, hollow and 
distant, reached me as in a dream. He was performing an 
appendectomy in an hour and needed me to assist him T It 
was eight o'clock. I agreed, thinking that I would sleep in 
the afternoon, after my consultations. 

From the kitchen Therese's voice reached me, singing some 
popular ballad, a voice as familiar as the hissing of the kettle 
on the stove or the odor of burned toast, or flushing water. 
Our bedroom door was closed. 
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**Dki you go out last night?" 

Th&fee. A big smile which every day wipes out the past 
and starts life all over again. She did not seem astonished 
by my crumpled clothes, my waxy color, my swollen and 
bloodshot eyes, nor by having seen me asleep, fully dressed, 
lying on the rose sofa. All this meant to her only that I had 
been out in the night to see a patient At least that was what 
she wanted it to mean. She had run a bath for me, but I knew 
the water would be boiling hot, and I lingered in the kitchen. 

The sky was slate-gray, and it was raining. The mercury 
had tumbled down and soared up again during the last three 
days, Macklin was a paradise for atmospheric irregularities. 
The roads would be inundated with melting snow in the day- 
time and then freeze again at night. Ten or twelve times a 
winter Macklin was isolated from the rest of the world. The 
falling rain riddled the snow, leaving it perforated like a 
honeycomb. On Green Street, the cars kneaded the paste and 
made it dirty and mealy. 

Th^rese brought me some fruit juice. I looked at her the 
way a patient looks at a hospital attendant, telling myself 
that it must be wonderful to inhabit such a young and 
healthy body, not crumbling or fading away. No doubt she 
shed her own worries more freely on Madeleine than on me, 
but she cared for me also, discreetly; she had not given me 
up. She never asked me why I had slept in the parlor; she 
simply prepared a bath for me and offered me her good- 
humor as if Madeleine and I were not trembling on the 
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brink of an abyss, as if the house were about to return to 
its usually calm state. 

My body and my soul were too weary for me to question 
myself, to think about what had happened. I benefited that 
morning from the semi-numbness felt by a patient who is 
emerging by degrees from an anesthetic What my pain 
would be like afterwards didn't interest me. When we have 
reached a certain degree of exhaustion, only our bodies con- 
cern us. I was sparing of any thought or gesture. I was con- 
tent to watch Therese live, and to exist less than she. Had 
Madeleine been there before me, perhaps I would still feel 
the same profound indifference and would recognize the 
same physical incapacity to establish between myself and 
her any other relationship than that between the eye and 
whatever colorless object it is fixed on. My existence contin- 
ued in slow motion, horribly. I couldn't shake off the layer 
of dust which seemed to cover me and was reducing me to 
near immobility. The warm bath numbed me even mere. 
I was becoming very indulgent toward my body. Perhaps 
we only require a little physical weakness to look on the 
universe with different eyes, from a remote distance that 
makes it seem harmless and soft to us. 

In the car, the patter of rain on the hood and the liquefying 
snow I drove through gave me an artificial energy. On the 
road leading to the hospital I had to drive extremely slowly. 
There was water gliding over the ice. 
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When the operation was finished, Dr. Lafleur took me 
aside* 
"I dropped in on your delivery this morning. Not much 

fun for you-" 

I stiffened slightly. The old doctor did not judge me, and 
his voice was frankness itself, but I had no desire to discuss 
that nightmare with anyone. 

"The patient is coming along well." A moment passed, 
during which he was no doubt deciding what to say. Then: 
"You had to operate in front of the other women. It's too 
bad. The possibility that the mother might have died doesn't 
matter to them. They only feel the reality of the child's 
death. If I had known, I wouldn't have given you the case. 
To a certain extent it's my fault I hadn't noticed anything 
wrong in the course of my examination, and I'd been to see 
them two or three times before the birth." 

"Have you ever run into a case like that before?'* 

"No. But at my age I could have taken the responsibility 
for the baby's death. They would have forgiven me, or I 
might have made them understand. With you they'll be piti- 
less. YouVe hardly been in Macklin for three months and 
you come from the big city. I should have . . .** 

His quavering voice let the phrase drop unfinished. Why 
had he said nothing about the whisky? They must have told 
him about it He, who perhaps had never drunk a glass of 
whisky, why was he waiting before speaking to me about 
professional ethics? He must have known that I had been 
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seen at the hotel the day before. The insistence with which 
the nurse in the operating room had looked up at me when 
I came in left me no doubt on that score, All Macklin was 
talking about me that morning. My reputation was spread- 
ing. The hydrocephalic baby in the country and the hotel 
in town a career could be destroyed so easily. Madeleine 
needn't worry. She would hear about it also. Both of us 
had succeeded in astonishing the other. But the old doctor 
persisted in sticking to his previous ideas about me. Let he 
who has not sinned cast . . . Dr. Lafleur was the only one 
with the right to cast stones at me. But the just do not 
throw stones. He rested his fine blue eyes on me; they still 
were full of faith. He took me along into the wards for our 
calls. 

In the doctors* offices, where I found myself alone with 
him., he said: "I will present the case at the next meeting 
of the medical society. Why don't you prepare a short paper 
about it? Just a few notes. It would be of use to all of us." 

The silence of the room, the tranquil assurance of the 
old man who had preserved his youthful sensibility toward 
suffering, who in his life had known more tortured faces 
than happy ones all this suddenly overcame me. I felt 
that I was being dishonest, that I was clothed in an identity 
that was not mine. It was I who was old. Let the mask 
fell from my face and he would see the wrinkles there. Or 
perhaps it was only that we were, irrevocably, strangers to 
each other. Suddenly I f dt myself suffering from his serenity, 
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his certainty. Why was he the one to be saved ? It was unjust. 
Everyone around htm was aging. We were withering, and 
he remained innocent He had nothing in his life to repudiate. 
His way had always run straight before him. He had never 
hesitated, never followed roads that led nowhere, those cul- 
de-sacs in which we remained imprisoned for life. He had 
seen the light. 

"Do you believe in the justice of God?" 

Having said it, I regretted it But I wanted to know. If 
there was a flaw in his acceptance of things, that was where 
k would be found. He had no right to hold up his goodness 
to us if that stone was out of place. I knew that his answer 
could not satisfy me, but I waited attentively, tensely, with- 
out indulgence. I wanted to know where the shot would 
strike htm. He raised his head and knit his bushy eyebrows 
a little, as if to keep back his emotion and prevent his ex- 
pressing himself. 

"Why do you ask that? n His voice was broken, troubled. 

"Because I don't believe in it I don't believe in a justice 
that attacks and then leaves others to take the consequences 
later on, a justice that crushes innocence without recognizing 

He shook his head and moved his lips, visibly agitated. 
**I can't answer that I can't resolve anything for you." 
He must not avoid the question that way. He must see 

clearly that I had a deep need to know. Why wouldn't he 

answer? 
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"And your own philosophy? How do you accept all that?" 
I had raised my voice, I wanted to upset him. He smiled 
gently. 

"At the bedside of a patient, no need to accept anything. I 
fight I also fight in life whenever possible. I am always 
defeated/' 

He looked out of the window and made a gesture of help- 
lessness. 

"But I shall continue until I die. My faith doesn't keep 
me from loving people enough to shield them when I can 
from what you call the injustice of God, You see, both of 
us are fighting Him. The only answer is to do our job like 



He also had to bring everything back to the human level 
But he only half convinced me. How easy is it to love man- 
kind? 



Ill 



ARTHUR PRfiVOSTS store was a huge bazaar, all on 
one floor, very long, lit only by the light from the 
front windows and fluorescent tubes. The walls were painted 
mossy green and ochre yellow, giving a curious effect. They 
turned the store into an aquarium and a hothouse, although 
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perhaps the only articles not on sale there were goldfish and 
flowers, Everything else from pins to hats to refrigerators 
to agricultural implements there was nothing you could 
not buy. Arthur Prevost moved through the store like a 
planter through his fields of cotton, his head high, hands 
behind his back, his eye everywhere. It was he who turned 
off the fluorescent tubes gradually, moving toward the back 
of the store as the sun rose, and turned them on again in 
the opposite direction at the end of the day. He himself 
stood at the door to welcome his customers and conduct 
them to a counter, giving orders to the young girl behind 
it in a hard voice. He must have known by heart everything 
in the store. His employees were unionized, but he made 
them suffer for it by not leaving them a moment of respite. 
On quiet days, like Mondays, he made them polish the 
brass, take inventory, arrange stock. A man of action who 
would never allow others to relax, and who believed only 
in severity, he was supposed to be generous. Aside from the 
store, he owned a dairy and a sawmill After the mine- 
owners he was the most important man in town. 

He received me in his office, a large room painted the 
same colors as the store. A dark desk large enough to serve 
an entire dinner on, and leather chairs of the same shade. A 
rich sobriety that he had copied from the mine-owners. 
We had quickly fixed the conditions of my loan, very gen- 
erous conditions monthly payments, and a very low in- 
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terest rate. I had only to go to the bank the next day to 
unburden myself of half my financial obligations. 

After that was settled, Prevost talked to me about the 
town's resources, about asbestos mining, about peoples* in- 
comes, and invested capital. A whole string of figures that I 
did not listen to. My sense of reality was not too sharp that 
afternoon. I was thinking of Madeleine, of what I had once 
possessed and now had lost 

At lunch she had been icy, speaking only to Therfese. 
There was no hatred in her eyes, only an indifference even 
less bearable than hatred because there was no way to grasp 
at it There had been no explanations. Everything remained 
in suspense, and I swore that I was satisfied with that state 
of things. As long as nothing was explained, nothing was 
definite. We were now two opponents facing each other, 
breathing calmly a moment before taking up the struggle 
again. Or perhaps we had passed each other without having 
made contact, and would go on running, far apart, with no 
possibility of ever corning together again. We would be 
apart until our deaths. 

Things were not simple, certainly. There she sat opposite 
me, frigid and out of reach; yet we were touching each 
other. We were still bound by too many threads for complete 
indifference. Her indiff erence was a pretense, my stupor simu- 
lated. The break was only begun, and we had as yet done 
nothing to cut ourselves off completely from each other. 



Dust Over the City 

My flesh did not consent to that During dinner I made no 
attempt to analyze her behavior or force explanations from 
her. Instead I looked at her reddish hair, her white skin, the 
movement of her figure, the body that would always hold 
me. And I did not even have to look at her. My brain could 
easily sculpt her flesh and give it movement. My body 
suffered more than my brain, than my mind, which could 
not weep over a physical image. Besides, what had our spir- 
itual ties been? They were fragile. Madeleine had never been 
for me a companion following in the footsteps of the man 
she loved. We had never communed on the intellectual 
plane. What would I have done with a double of myself? 
I had never dominated her through the mind. Our relations 
were essentially physical. I had loved in her the freedom of 
her bod^ and who can affirm that that is not true love? I 
had never understood what she loved in me. Perhaps she 
had never loved me. She had pretended to, perhaps, and 
hadn't known when to stop. An intolerable idea, but one day 
I would finally have to decide about Madeleine's essential 
character, disentangle the cruelty from the weakness, what 
was inherited from her treachery. I wasn't prepared to do 
so yet; that would come much later, when we were happy 
again. 

Just as I was leaving the house after my office hours 
Madeleine had asked me for some money. I signed a check 
for her that was much too large. I was using vile methods 
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to try to win her back, but as yet I did not realize it It 
would be too stupid to hope to seduce her with money. My 
presence in Arthur Prevost's office was a sufficient demon- 
stration of that. She had not even thanked me. 

The stout merchant was drunk with figures, and did not 
notice that I failed to share his enthusiasm. No doubt he was 
accustomed to being listened to without interruption, with- 
out even a word of agreement. 

There was more in Madeleine than indifference and cru- 

\ 

city, and it was that which kept me from breaking apart 
from her. At rare moments I had surprised in her eyes a 
look of bewilderment. She lived too rapidly. Her intensity 
when she was happy upset her as it might a sick person. 
I knew that she would never hesitate to gamble everything 
on one throw of the dice. No one could bend her to his 
will; she would rather break. She could only defend herself 
by winning or losing everything. That possibility of total 
disaster gave her at the same time her value and her vulner- 
ability. 

"In a town like Macklin a man can't lead a private life." 

I jumped. Arthur Prevost's conversation had branched off. 

I did not know by what transition he had passed from mining 

exploitation to my private life, but I smelled trouble. Filled 

with a sense of his own generosity, he was going to lecture 

me. 

"Everything you do, you and your wife, is done in front 

135 



Dust Over the City 

of the whole town. It's impossible to make a career in 
Macklin if your conduct isn't irreproachable. The least false 
step will be discussed and wildly exaggerated." 

"Why are you telling me this ?" 

If he had been told about my drinking, he would not 
fail to mention it He was a frank character, with nothing 
sly about him. Or was it, perhaps, Madeleine? 

"Because I want you to succeed. We need a young, compe- 
tent doctor in Macklin. I wouldn't want you to have to 
leave because of some foolish escapade." 

I had to get out before he really made me angry. I stood 
up, and he walked me to the door, where, in a voice which 
he vainly tried to make jovial, he said to me: "And men of 
your standing never go to the hotel for a drink." 

I looked htm in the eye, coldly. He returned my gaze 
without wavering. Perhaps he already regretted having 
tried to help me. 



IV 

IT WAS still raining. The asphalt was visible on Green 
Street, but alongside the sidewalks ran a heavy, black 
stream of water that splattered on the pedestrians whenever 
a car passed. The narrower streets were full of a mealy, filthy 
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substance, in which cars bogged down. Even in the fields 
the snow had taken on a dirty, grayish color that brought 
a drab melancholy to the countryside. Above, the trees ex- 
tended their jagged, dead branches. Petrified shapes scattered 
over fields of dust The tops of the hills were drowned in 
mist, and one could hear, without seeing them, the little 
locomotives gasping for breath, like the sound of a bellows 
that was generating the general grayness over the landscape. 

Christmas Eve. The small bulbs on the fir trees made only 
dim spots of light in the gloom. The gigantic scenery of 
Christmas was only a perforated and ragged backdrop on an 
abandoned stage. It looked like the day after a holiday, with 
the bitterness and sadness that come from the realization 
that life is fleeting. However, there were numerous pedes- 
trians on both sides of Green Street, their arms cluttered 
with packages, their faces tired and nervous. For a night 
they would keep themselves awake by thinking that they 
must be happy. But sleep would come before happiness. Even 
children could not believe in such an illusion very long. 
By the next day, the little horse would already have lost 
one of its legs. 

It was curious how easily I recoiled from the spectacles 
of life, but observed them. My mind was keen, Besides, I 
too was going to take part in the game. There were roses 
on the seat behind me, and next to me was a necklace of 
agates bought from the same jeweler with the glassy eye. 
I hoped for nothing from these small gifts. Perhaps I was 
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clinging to an illusion. In any case, this was the first Christ- 
mas since our marriage. Both of us ought to believe in it 

I parked the car in front of our door. There was a small 
boy in the office. He spoke in a throaty voice, his chin 
resting on his chest. I had to make him repeat himself sev- 
eral times, but each time he delivered his message in the 
same way, in the same voice. Finally I understood that he 
wanted some medicine for his mother. I walked back to the 
door with him and stood there for a moment to get a few 
breaths of fresh air. 

A burning wave mounted from my chest. They were 
leaving Khouri's, the two of them, arm in arm, and were 
walking toward the church. I heard Madeleine's laugh 
through my whole body. It shattered me. I saw only their 
backs, but there was happiness between them. Much smaller 
than he was, she leaned against him, abandoning herself 
utterly to him. I would see them couple; then there would 
be no more pain. I went back in, only afraid that people 
might notice that I had spied the two of them together. Then 
came tears. I sobbed; I wanted to murder, to pulverize. Ah, 
I had not realized that she still had the power to demolish 
me so. I had thought I was already dead, but sometimes 
the dead suffer more than the living. I threw the roses against 
the wall. I trampled on them with my heel, pounded the 
petals that lay scattered on the floor. Then I stopped, frozen, 
I felt someone behind me. Therese. 
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"Dr. Lafleur " 

"Go to hell. Shut up." 

". . . telephoned to ask you" 

"Shut up! Are you deaf?" 

The second time I shouted so loudly that she stepped back, 
staring. I closed the door in her face. 

I collapsed into the armchair in front of my table and 
let suffering pour over me, no longer resisting it Why? 
Why? Had I been brutal or tyrannical? I had loved her 
as best I could. To what end ? I no longer wanted to question 
myself, to torture myself. I no longer wanted to know. The 
breakdown left me weak and empty, with the taste of ashes 
in my mouth. The rose petals shining quietly at my feet 
made me feel sick. I believed then that not even Madeleine's 
face, smiling at me, could overcome the repugnance that 
had taken hold of me. Stray visages, frozen in expressions 
of quiet scorn, spun around the room. 

The face of the boy at the garage who watched me, leaning 
against the gasoline pump and rubbing his chin. Whenever I 
turned my head in his direction, he would pretend to be 
looking at the clicking numbers. I asked him to check the 
oil. He left his observation post, dragging his feet, put up 
the hood with a tired air, and for a long time fumbled 
around the engine. The air in the tires the same act. When 
he was through, he planted himself in front of me and 
looked at me without telling me how much I owed him. 
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I had to ask him. I gave him a tip and he did not even thank 
me. As I started down Green Street I saw again, in the 
mirror, his grease-ringed eyes. 

The face of the short, fat pharmacist who had always 
greeted me rubbing his hands and asking me how I felt in 
a shrill voice suddenly contrasted by deeper sounds, as if one 
of his vocal chords vibrated all alone without his being able 
to control it. Only this morning he had behaved with the 
affected air of a monk who has surprised a woman bathing. 
He offered no greeting, and stayed a long time talking to 
two clients before answering me. I had not received some 
medicines I had asked him for. He would discuss it all in 
the evening with his neighbor the priest, I was sure. 

At the hospital, the white faces of the Sisters under their 
black headdresses. Their pointing eyes. Think: a man whose 
wife is betraying him, who drinks, and who delivers hydro- 
cephalic babies! I did not know all of them, but I was aware 
that they all knew about my depravity. They must be pray- 
ing for me, in their convent 

Wherever I went, people looked at me as if I were a de- 
frocked priest Macklin had drawn a circle around me, and 
was tightening the vise. How I wanted to shout at them 
that 7 was the victim, not Madeleine. But a man cannot 
justify himself publicly. The entire town was on Madeleine's 
side. My wife preferred one of their own children, and my 
wife was of their own race. Her presence between the hills 
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of debris was not remarkable. She too had allowed herself 
to be covered immediately with ashes, and now she resembled 
them. I, her husband, was the intruder. All these pitiless 
eyes were calculating my capacity to resist, were determining 
the time left to me. Would the little doctor run away ? But 
I was going to hold out. I had discovered that it was not 
necessary to resist, but instead, to become soft, to make oneself 
so flaccid that they would have to attack me repeatedly to 
crush me. The strength of inertia their own strength. 

With Madeleine it was different. Inertia was hardly possible 
when I heard her laughing in another man's arms, when 
I saw the movement of her body, the line of her hips. 
Impassivity left me before this young wild animal who un- 
sheathed her claws only for me. 

Nevertheless, I listened to her close the door and climb 
the stairs that night without springing out behind hen I 
lacked the energy. Therese greeted her at the top of the 
staircase. She would tell her about the scene I had made. 
I did not want to go up to the apartment to interrupt her 
confidential report. It was all the same to me. I felt sick. 
I could do nothing to stop what already existed. Let scandal 
take its ignoble path. I would no longer clutch at Made- 
leine. I would let myself sink. My arms were too tired to go 
on rolling my stone, and Madeleine was too far away. It 
would be easy to sink, I would only have to let my arms 
fall and close my eyes* Then everything would be out of my 
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hands; I would sec nothing more. Perhaps it was only the 
smell of ether which made me so fainthearted; and the sky 
that was suppurating over the town, and the liquid asbestos 
dust 



V 



' I 'HE rain had changed to snow; large flakes of snow 
J[ which in the gleam of the arc lamp looked artificial, 
like snow in the movies. Therese had just come in, and the 
snow had pricked a thousand translucent crystals in her 
hair, jewels with a life span of only a few seconds. They 
would have their Christmas scenery after all. The small 
multicolored bulbs would take on their proper glow against 
the white, and the cement sidewalks would not resound 
beneath their footsteps. I heard the church bells, deep sounds 
and shrill sounds vibrating softly through the snow. A 
shower of soft white was falling over the town, swallowing 
the dust You could no longer see the festoons of light above 
the mounds. The snow was sketching them into white 
trails shaped like cones. 
"It's going to be a beautiful Christmas." 
Therese's eyelashes were still wet Her lips were colored 
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so bright a red that it wouldn't have been surprising to see 
a drop of blood form on them. Her white teeth sparkled 
behind them like precious jewels. This girl made you want 
to go on living. All by herself she created a holiday atmos- 
phere. I had no idea what she was doing in the house. I 
thought that Madeleine hail given her the evening off, but 
I was pleased to see her. Watching the snow fall had begun 
to make me feel heartsick. 

Therese yawned, stretching her arms > and her left hip 
exaggerated her silhouette. She had put on a bright blue dress 
which made her look like a country girl dressed up in her 
Sunday best, but it suited her to look like that Impossible to 
imagine her in an evening gown. 

"Madeleine's gone out to midnight Mass. Go on home." 

Ten-thirty had just sounded, but Therese showed no sur- 
prise, even though the church was only five minutes away. 
Nothing astonished her any longer in our house perhaps 
because she was better informed than I. 

"And your Christmas Eve supper?'* 

She asked me this as if there could be no possibility of 
our ignoring so sacred a rite. Evidently she wanted us to 
act like children on Christmas, but I no longer was surprised 
by this taste she and Madeleine had for play-acting. 

"Set the table in the dining room. That will do, I think." 

She smiled. I was a child who had stopped not wanting 
to be happy. As a matter of fact, Therese was usually on my 
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side when Madeleine was not there. I was sure that she was 
kept busy defending us both to the town. Perhaps the movies 
had given her a taste for inspirational roles. 

I returned to the parlor, where the radio was ejecting 
hymns lite a slot machine. All I needed was a fire in the 
fireplace and a woman in my arms to be completely happy. 
Sometimes one has to satisfy oneself with substitutes. 

Without having spoken about it, we had tried to be happy 
that evening. At dinner and afterwards Madeleine had been 
playful, had laughed every other moment, even managing 
to laugh with conviction. Perhaps it was only the snow 
which had made her that way, or perhaps seeing me so 
dispirited, or simply her own happiness. I did as she did, 
only less easily and less sincerely. I had not yet learned how 
to act a part. In fact, we had been happy because of Therese. 
It was she who excited us, who attracted us with her jokes, 
who carried us along with her good humor. Without Therese 
would we still be able to live together? All by herself, the 
big girl kept up the facade. 

I heard her clinking the glasses, slapping the napkins 
down on the tablecloth, and singing along with the hymn 
that was coming over the radio. She created a reassuring 
atmosphere. It had warmth. In a little while I would be 
the happy bachelor waiting for his loved one. The night 
glittered like a movie screen, and happiness stood out from 
it in large relief. But it had no reality. Look, but don't touch. 
A piece of wax fruit which fooled you every time. Made- 
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leine's midnight Mass I certainly believed in that! Except 
for our marriage, I had never seen her in church. One time 
too many. I turned. I didn't want my thoughts to turn 
somber that evening. I would keep myself at the crest, like 
Therese. 

A whole night of freedom! The telephone was still. It had 
not rung often since Sunday night. The town was letting me 
rest. The town was looking after me. I had had my share of 
emotion and the town knew it. Was I still a doctor ? Could 

the new man living inside me claim that title? The town 

f 

was suspicious. It no longer recognized Dr. Alain Dubois 
in me. I was no longer I. We were in agreement there. I 
did not like my new self very much, but I possessed no 
means to expel him. I had to put up with him. This man 
earned little money, but spent extravagantly. He didn't care. 
Arthur Prevost had made generous terms. He would al- 
ways be there to arrange things. What did all this mean to 
me, on the threshold of a quiet night in which anything 
might occur? I had so much time on my hands that it was 
impossible I should stay without something to do. They 
would find me some bit part on a little stage. 

Therese called from the dining room. She was finished* 
and wanted me to come in and admire. The decorations 
were not pretty or impressive, but she had done her best to 
create the illusion of splendor. Silver-plated dishes; knives 
and forks the same; flowered napkins we had never before 
used; two red candles; some fir-tree branches; and glasses 
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which, because they were translucent, would have been 
enough to give the illusion of magnificence. Therese put her 
trust in abundance. I admired it all without conviction. She 
was not at all stupid, and smiled, also without conviction. 

Before she left, I gave her some money in an envelope, 
I had no idea of anything else to give her. She kissed me on 
the cheek, like a good child. But her good fortune did not 
make her selfish. 

"You should go to church too. It'll be too lonely staying 
here." 

Her eyes laughed and her lips pouted childishly. I could 
hardly resist pinching her bottom. That girl asked for famili- 
arity. She would be capable of letting me do it. She and I? 
That would be very funny. But my new self was not funny. 

"Go on. Go on. I'll get along all right by myself." 

My voice trembled. In spite of everything I was a little 
sentimental. Therese kissed my cheek again, said "Merry 
Christmas," and left me with a big smile. She would forget 
me by the time she felt the freshness of the snow on her 
skin. 

I wandered around the apartment a little, for the pleasure 
of verifying that I was really alone in my house and that 
it would soon be Christmas. I left the lamps on in every 
room. All that was missing was for me to talk to myself from 
one room to another. In Madeleine's bedroom I now slept 
every night on the rose sofa in the parlor I pulled down 
the counterpane and got the bed ready to sleep in. The illu- 
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sion was complete. I turned out the overhead light and left 
on only the feeble glow of the small bedside lamp with the 
pink lampshade. Then Madeleine's perfume seized me by 
the throat and I went away. 

In vain I tried to find some music on the radio less insipid 
than the continual hymns. I turned it off and instead put on 
some of Madeleine's records, the pagan romances that cov- 
ered her life with a rosy veil. There were even a few that 
spoke of cruelty and death, but with such inoffensive music 
that they became almost amiable. 

My new self loved alcohol particularly whisky. I poured 
some out. The song and the whisky, the glow of the lamps 
in the house, the snow padding the windows, the bells 
filling the night with a drunken gaiety, all this went to 
soften my heart and leave me feeling relaxed. The blood ran 
in my veins, warm and rapid. The moment was complete, 
as solid as a cube of ice. I desired nothing more. 

The clock struck eleven. I poured myself a second glass 
and, suddenly, something crumpled inside me. It must have 
been the words of the song, dropping into the pool of my 
remembrance, troubling the waters there, making ripples, 
waking a memory. "The sun . . . and you, revedcd" I 
closed my eyes, and the memory emerged slowly, in frag- 
ments. The feeling of warmth on my skin. My flesh was the 
first to remember. 

The little wood of pines and firs in the sand. The air 
trembling with the heat; the heat's reverberation. And Made- 
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leine's skin, her bare body sketching its moving lines be- 
tween her green shorts and the band which held her breasts. 
Her full, round thighs, where I could not see the muscles 
at work. The exquisite elasticity of her movements, which 
carried her flesh along in a ceaselessly renewed harmony. 
Her white skin tinted with a blush that the sun magnified. 

It was mid-July, and we were in the house of some friends, 
near the river. A dry heat had been scorching the fields 
for days. After lunch, Madeleine had suggested a walk in 
the pine forest which lay along a dark wall at the boundary 
of the property. Her eyes shone with a dull glow in a reflec- 
tion of the sunlight, as if licked by an inner flame. Deep 
and constrained, her voice had overpowered me, had moved 
me deeply. It vibrated in the heat, as the air did. Then she 
gave me her hand, dry and burning. We hardly exchanged 
two words crossing the fields. She was at my side, like an 
unbearable torture. I knew that at last our love was going 
to nourish itself on other realities than words and looks. 
Madeleine was so beautiful that she could not continue to 
live alone and free. She courted possession. It was painful 
for me to look at her; I felt sure that the intolerable desire 
she awakened in me would never fully be satisfied. No matter 
what happened, I would always return to that picture of 
Madeleine, half-naked, in the sun. No one else could know 
her that way, because I had received her first gift, because, 
the first to know her, I alone knew what she had surrendered. 

From close by, the pines were less crowded together than 
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they had seemed to be. There were large spots of white and 
burning sand between them, sown with green and reddish 
needles. Madeleine's hair, loose, was a stream of red lava, 
a burning spot strangely alive, accentuating the whiteness of 
her skin. As soon as she lay down on the sand we lost our- 
selves in our desire, violently, awkwardly. Then the fire 
was gently extinguished. It was as if the two of us had been 
abandoned in a world too large for us. She had rested her 
head on my knees and I did not caress it; we were both ex- 
hausted. For an instant I realized that we had not really suc- 
ceeded in touching each other, that the bond was broken, yet 
the moment had not resulted in our giving a new reality to 
our love. Madeleine had slipped through my hands, her spirit 
had escaped me. Perhaps what I wanted was to grasp eternity 
in her, to know the voluptuousness of immortality. My arms 
no longer enfolded anything more than a tired woman think- 
ing of something else. Madeleine was already doing that on 
the first day. The instant had had the completeness she de- 
sired, and it was already dead. Had it even left a memory 
with her? She asked me the name of a bird with a harsh 
voice, she thought about what she would do the rest of the 
day, she tried every way to take her mind from what we had 
done together. But perhaps she was suffering also at coming 
down to earth again; perhaps she was withdrawing from me 
to escape pain. 

She rested a long time against me, calming herself, search- 
ing for something in the sky. Then she seemed to forget 
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it all until we were married. We kissed occasionally, but 
she was never passionate. She changed a little, however; 
was serious more often, with a seriousness that gave her a 
hard and distant look. And she was less intense about other 
people and about things, except for a few rare moments that 
were like gusts of frenzy. 

The record played two or three times, but I was not aware 
of it Then I turned off the machine with a violent gesture. 
I had been moved. The calm that I had so painfully at- 
tained no longer existed. My soul was no longer like a 
cloudy pool of water from which musty odors rose up. 
I did not suffer; I was drowning, asphyxiating. "The sun 
. . . and you, revealed" The words once again became merely 
the banal ones of a song. Of tinsel. And my memory was like 
that It no longer even provoked my anger. It did not even 
succeed in making me rebellious. 

The bells had stopped. Twelve-thirty had sounded a long 
time before. On the windowsills the snow was less thick. 
The wind must have blown it away. The empty and illu- 
minated house defied me, as if twenty invited guests had 
sent word at the last moment that they were not coming. The 
town was shrouded under dust and I alone survived in my 
pointless light, a poor man's extravagance. Passers-by must 
have thought we were having a party. I poured myself a 
drink. 

My eyes rested on the long, flat box wrapped in red and 
white paper. I thought of the reflection of the stones on 

750 



Part Two 

Madeleine's white neck which perhaps would quiver a little. 
Perhaps she would want to preserve the illusion of peace, 
even without Therese. We would try to celebrate our mid- 
night supper without wounding each other. We would act 
for an invisible audience. One can let oneself be caught by 
that game, can cease acting, insidiously, and play a more 
realistic drama too frightening to be faced squarely. The 
night might be surprising. Perhaps a mere pretext would 
suffice. 

Once again I walked around the apartment I lit the 
candles in the dining room and put the box with the neck- 
lace at Madeleine's place. Then I had an idea. As I had 
feared, Madeleine had left the bracelet in the bedroom. I 
knew what that meant. My fingers shook on the stones, but 
after a while that would stop happening. I went back to the 
dining room and placed the bracelet next to the box. The 
jeweler had not pushed bad taste to the point of covering 
the underside of the agates, and the light passed through 
them and touched the white tablecloth with greenish colors, 
in broken circles. I took the bracelet and struck one of the 
stones with a knife. It came out quickly and fell onto the 
tablecloth, a petrified tear made iridescent by the light. I 
tossed it up and down in my hand and was astounded by its 
lightness. Then I put it in my pocket. I would tell Madeleine 
that I had stolen from her a little drop of her happiness. A 
noble thing to do. I drank again, very little, just enough to 
keep up a feeling of well-being. 
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There were only two lamps in the parlor, two identical 
table lamps with lampshades of pink linen, which Made- 
leine herself had chosen. They were the only articles of 
furniture she had really chosen herself. I loved those lamps 
their simplicity and their discretion. If ever Madeleine left 
me, I would still have the two lamps, the small agate, and 
some mental pictures, a few of which I was certain would 
never leave me. It was strange that in relation to Madeleine I 
always thought of departures and sudden absences, never of 
white hair and wrinkles. I could not imagine her grown old, 
obliged to economize her time and her energy. Perhaps it 
was her disturbing intensity. Almost unconsciously, I was 
aware of her fragility, her vulnerability, I turned out the two 
lamps and waited there in the shadows, encircled by the 
light from the other rooms. Soon I heard a car stop in front 
of the door. I lifted the curtain. Jim opened the door for 
Madeleine and bowed slightly. I thought of the way Jim 
must have been watching her in his mirror throughout their 
ride. Jim, the scrutinizer of consciences of the whole region. 
Everything he saw must wriggle in his soul like worms. I 
relit the lamp, so as not to seem to be spying. 

Madeleine came in, looked at me uncertainly, and went 
straight to her room. Not a crystal of snow on her hair or 
on her coat The bells sounded again. Mass must be finished. 

Madeleine's entrance was not what I had expected, and 
I stood there astonished, my mouth open. Then I went to 
look for her in the bedroom. She was seated on the bed, her 
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shoulders bent a little, staring fixedly at the floor. She did 
not change position when I came in. After a while I took 
her hand to help her up, and led her into the dining room. 
I felt as if I were leading a blind or demented woman. She 
allowed herself to be guided without saying anything, pale 
and shrunken-looking. I slid a chair under her. 

"Do you really want supper now?" Her voice was weary 
and hoarse. 

"That's why I stayed up." 

She saw the bracelet, picked it up, and turned it slowly in 
her hand, mechanically. She must have seen the box also, but 
she did not touch it. With her fingers alone, without looking 
at it, she realized that a stone was missing from the brace- 
let. She examined it carefully, looked at me, and said 
nothing. 

"What's the matter?'* 

"Nothing. I think that I've lost one of the stones." 

I couldn't mention the "drop of happiness" to her. On her 
face she wore a look of almost ecstatic misery that made 
my blood run cold. Why, when she came home, did she 
always put on this unhappy, child's mask? Was the priest 
right when he frightened his parishioners with the sadness 
of the flesh? Where had he discovered that truth? 

Then I noticed that we were seated at the table without 
anything to eat in front of us. I went to the kitchen and 
rummaged through the refrigerator. There was some cold 
meat, and I put the coffee on the stove. I heard Madeleine 
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open the box. I waited, to give her time to find words which 
would please me, since obviously I was entitled to them. 
Then I loaded my arms with everything I had been able 
to find to eat without cooking. The stones shone gently on 
the white skin of her neck, but Madeleine, her head in her 
hands, was silently crying. I could no longer resist that de- 
fenseless misery; it penetrated into me and warmed me, 
troubled me and triumphed over me. I leaned over and 
kissed her neck. 
"Don't cry, silly girl. Nothing's happened that we can't 

patch up." 

I stroked her hair, wanting to cradle her, to tell her that 
the sun would come up again the next day, that life would 
go on, that it was possible to get used to anything. 

"I love him, Alain! I love him." 

Little twisted cries, which pierced my soul and bored into 
it My hands froze, and I stiffened all over. She noticed, and 
beating her forehead with her fist, she went on: "But I don't 
want to hurt you. Forgive me. Forgive me. Oh, if you 
knew . . ." 

The rest was drowned in sobs. And for the first time, 
there was established some kind of communication from her 
to me. It roused floods of pity within me, with which I 
wanted to overwhelm her. As if she had given me all her 
suffering and I had accepted it as my responsibility, my emo- 
tion made me tremble. This sobbing woman was no longer 
mine; I no longer had any claim on her. I only wanted to 
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console her, to shield her from divine injustice, as Dr. La- 
fleur had said. Her unhappiness was not due to me, nor was 
it she who was torturing me. I could see her dying without 
having been happy, dead without hope because she would 
never be able to clasp what might have fulfilled her, quite 
dead, alone with an unsatiated passion, her small body con- 
tracted in a last spasm of pride. What could it matter to me 
then, that I had been betrayed? I could never again claim 
her as my wife. One has no rights over a being whom one 
cannot prevent from dying such a death. She had been stolen 
from me at the start, and no man was responsible. I had 
been shattered against her will often enough; I had received 
too many blows, blows for which she was not responsible. 
It would do me no good to dig my nails into her skin in 
order to be close to her again. I would never be that, never. 
We could not force the two parallel lines of our lives to come 
together. She would die alone, and all my efforts and hers 
would mock us; they were all in vain. 

That was why the other made her suffer, I was sure. She 
was more passionate than I, and she would not admit defeat 
simply because she had not found the absolute with me. She 
had looked elsewhere, while I had retired from the field. 
Pity rose in me like a warm and irresistible wave, invoked, 
perhaps, by seeing my own sufferings reflected in Madeleine. 
I could not understand what was happening to her, and did 
not want to. But I realized that she was condemned. I saw 
her death, and my own, and something warm stirred in 
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my chest At last I understood Dr. Lafleur's words: "My 
faith doesn't prevent me from loving men enough to shield 
them when I can from what you call the injustice of God." 
How well I understood him now! I could not make Made- 
leine happy, but I would not add to her unhappiness. I was 
no longer her husband; I was her ally against senseless cru- 
elty. The happiness she had already given me returned to 
me intact. I no longer considered it in the light of the events 
of the past days, and I was happy that I had committed no 
irremediable act against her. An abscess had finally broken. 
I would sterilize it, in order to love her better. Perhaps, in 
the end, pity is what love really consists of, after one has 
been through the first love that has no consciousness of time 
or death waiting. Everything became clear to me. I would 
still suffer through Madeleine, I knew, but I would no longer 
be shocked, and I would never again accuse her. 

The flame of the candles trembled, and two black trails 
floated in the air. The meat and fruit I had brought in 
seemed fashioned out of wax. The whole house was filled 
with Madeleine's sobs. I tried to find words that would make 
her understand what had happened to me, but words are 
treacherous. 

"You're not happy, dearest." 

If this had been a line in a play, the audience would have 
kughed. But Madeleine understood my tone of voice. Her 
tears redoubled, and she hid her face behind her folded arms. 
There was nothing to say, nothing at all. 
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After a long pause she said to me in an exhausted voice, 
"Even with him I'm not happy." 

"Why?" 

The word brought a large lump to my throat. I was upset 
by the quickness with which she seemed to accept my re- 
nunciation. 

"I don't know. It's an impossible situation. I can't leave 
you to live with him, and he can't give up everything for me. 
I think he doesn't love me that he took me simply because 
because I offered myself to him." 

The last words were torture for her, and she let her head 
fall on her arms again. She was destroying me. My pity was 
too new for her to overwhelm that way with a single blow. 
I had not attained such saintliness yet. I moved away from 
her to swallow the new cup of gall, the bitterest she had yet 
made me drink. But it would not go down. My throat was 
knotted up. I refused to start weeping too; I took a glass of 
whisky. I would defend myself by every human means. I 
could not avoid a shrinking feeling, however. I sat down and 
remained motionless, my jaw clenched, grinding my teeth. 
"Because I offered myself. . . ." No, I could not shed my skin 
that easily! Pity had not yet turned me into a stone. And 
Madeleine's name was still Mme. Dubois. I took another 
drinL Then suddenly Madeleine threw herself onto my 
knees and dried her eyes. 

"Thank you for the necklace. It's very beautiful." 
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Her animation staggered me a little. Her bare arms burned 
my face. 

"Come eat. You won't be able to get up to go to the hos- 
pital tomorrow." 

It was the first time she had ever bothered about my hours. 

"I'm not hungry any more." 

She threw herself on me and kissed me. It had been a 
long time since she had kissed me that way. She was making 
such an effort to pluck out the thorn she had planted in my 
heart that I was moved. She looked at me gravely. 

"You know, I've never really understood you." 

"Neither have I." 

Nothing was left for us but to fall into each other's arms, 
and that is what we did. Where was the audience for that 
beautiful scene? The town should have seen it! 

"Forgive me. I couldn't . . ." 

Tears. I believed that they were real. I had behaved so 
well to her that she also was moved. Pity glued us to each 
other. 

"No, don't cry. It'll all be over soon." 

I spoke easily. I had softened again. She clasped me con- 
vulsively. I felt her fighting against a contradiction too great 
for her. 

"Why do we have to be married?" 

She put all her despair into that question and I had to 
agree, in spite of my love for her and the moments of hap- 
piness she had given me. 
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She led me to the bedroom and gave herself to me, because 
that was still her best way of expressing to me what was 
otherwise inexpressible. We played the scene to its end, and 
I realized that she had now betrayed the other one for me. 
But the thought gave me no pleasure. There would be the 
next day and all the other days. There was my indifference 
to my own happiness. There were our two ways, irrevocably 
parallel, destined never to meet 
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I STOPPED at the red light in front of the church. The 
priest, on the sidewalk, greeted me, and I waved back 
at him. But he went on motioning to me and I looked at 
him at first without understanding. My air of astonishment 
must have seemed hostile to him, and so he would not take 
it in the wrong way I waved at him again. He shook his 
arm then^ crestfallen, and turned to look at the cars behind 
mine. Suddenly I understood. Blood rushed to my face. The 
priest wanted a lift in my car. I honked the horn and invited 
htm in with my hand. 

He was a large man, his head covered with abundant white 
hair, his nose deformed by age and shot through with violet 
threads, his complexion purple-red, his eyes a watery blue. 
He was a plain man, had brusque manners, and was a little 
untidy. His shoes were never polished, his nails were 
crowned with dirt, and his cassock was usually spotted with 
grease and ink. I believed him to be humble, sincere and 
good, in spite of a rudeness of tone which at first was dis- 
concerting. 

I excused myself for not having understood more quickly. 
He asked me to drop him off at the hospital. I drove very 
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slowly. The crust of blackened ice in the street was covered 
again with a fine snow which prevented the tires from biting 
well into its surface. Every day for about a week there had 
been snow flurries, and the mercury had hovered between 
ten and twenty degrees below zero. January had been sunny 
and relatively mild. But since the beginning of February, 
there had been fine snow which, driven by a strong wind, 
had fallen horizontally most of the time. The miners must 
have gone down into their pits with pleasure there they had 
the same temperature winter and summer. The dust was no 
longer visible. The wind blew it high and far away. The 
snowplow went through the streets in the daytime, piling up 
the snow along the borders of the sidewalks, narrowing the 
passageway for cars. In the side streets, the cars had to sink 
into the snowdrifts to pass each other. Jim was no longer 
working at all. He was waiting for the weather to change. 
He had even refused to drive me to the hospital one morn- 
ing. He was living on his profits from the summer. 

I drove without speaking. I was ill at ease with priests, and 
never knew what to say to one. If he were to start in about 
religion, I felt I couldn't bear it He kept quiet too. In 
profile he looked like a sullen and stubborn peasant. His 
blotched jowls extended toward the bottom of his lower 
lip and made him look like a bulldog. He spoke to me sud- 
denly, with his unaff ected, harsh voice. 

"I saw Mme. Dubois yesterday." 

"Ah?" 
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"She didn't mention it to you?" 

"No." 

Silence. I had only seen Madeleine very briefly at dinner 
the day before, and she had said nothing about it to me, 
probably because Therese was there. 

"She is a woman full of pride." 

"What do you know about it?" 

Could he imagine I was going to let him talk to me that 
way about my wife? And who had asked him to make our 
souls his business ? I wondered how he could be so timid in 
ordinary things and at the same time be able to intervene 
with such audacity in our lives. Without bothering about my 
reaction, he repeated: "A woman full of pride. She likes 
scandal. She's putting on airs because the whole town is 
watching her and talking about her." 

Perhaps he was being so frank because he did not have to 
look me in the face. It was possible that Madeleine was put- 
ting on airs in town. I knew what her pride was like better 
than anyone. But I also knew her more serious, more signifi- 
cant motives. What did this large man know about Made- 
leine, he who could judge her in this way, he who, as a 
priest, could never know women ? 

"She refuses to do her duty because she thinks she's supe- 
rior. She only cares for her own interests." 

"Have you told all this to her?" 

"Yes, and she didn't even listen to me. She dismissed me, 
almost without seeming to." 
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I had no trouble imagining Madeleine's tactics. Her head 
high, with a vague expression on her face, she would say, "I 
have an appointment in five minutes," or "I have to take 
a bath before dinner." 

"You can't stand it to have someone as free as she is near 
you." 

I said this unmaliciously, a cold statement of fact. 

"No one is free to behave scandalously. Freedom doesn't 
consist in ignoring natural and divine law." 

"As far as I'm concerned, freedom is the power to be as 
happy as possible." 

"I don't understand you." 

"The happiness of a human being is more precious to me 
than your reproofs." 

The priest turned his large face toward me. He was an- 
noyed. No doubt he had not expected my reaction. 

"That way you could justify murder because it makes the 
murderer happy." 

"I don't believe that murder can make you happy. As a 
priest, every day you close the eyes of dying people. Is it pos- 
sible for you to judge them at that moment as completely 
as you have my wife?" 

"My job is finished at that moment. They are about to pre- 
sent themselves before another judge." 

"Why do you judge them at all when you don't even 
know what that greater judgment will be ? You don't even 
know whether His canons are the same as yours." 
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"It is He who dictated our laws." 

"His most important commandments are about love." 

"Remember what He says about scandal" 

"He spared the adulteress." 

"I don't condemn the soul I condemn the scandalous act. 
I am in charge of souls, and when I present myself before 
God, I will have to account for them." 

"You think that He will hold you responsible for any 
souls that will be damned because you weren't able to save 
them?" 

The question bothered him. He looked straight ahead and 
his jowls quivered. Then, after a pause: "Yes, I believe that. 
Or there wouldn't be any risk for us." 

"Isn't there pride in that attitude?" 

He was silent again, reflecting painfully. 

"It's easy for us to succumb to the temptation of pride. But 
no one can be proud with a dying man. When I give ex- 
treme unction, I tremble. Every death makes me question 
myself over again. I don't feel any security. That's what pride 
would be being sure of succeeding." 

"Pride can also be found in believing that God has made 
you responsible for these souls, that He has chosen you rather 
than someone else." 

He glanced at me, and I knew without looking at them 
that his eyes were unhappy. 

"But in choosing to be a priest, I was choosing the charge 

167 



Dust Over the City 

of other souk That doesn't mean that I believe myself 
more worthy than anyone else." 

"Doesn't it seem presumptuous of you to choose to gain 
your own salvation by what you do for the salvation of 
others?" 

"It is a call we accept with humility." 

"And you have never felt pity to the extent of permitting a 
sin. It's worrying about your own salvation that makes you 
so inflexible. You lack charity. You don't worry much over 
the salvation of others." 

The same unhappy expression troubled his face. His 
humility was genuine. He answered me, lowering his voice. 

"For the priest as well as for other men, the primary 
Christian duty is to be sure of his own salvation. You talk 
about pity. To have pity in the sense you mean would be to 
damn oneself. God doesn't ask us to damn ourselves/' 

"And if the primary duty were to be happy?" 

He no longer hesitated. "I have never believed in happiness 
in this world. And I doubt that you yourself can believe in 
it, being a doctor." 

I was less honest than he; I did not answer him. We ar- 
rived at the hospital He did not get out immediately. He 
still had something to say. 

"I don't know if you understand any better now, but it is 
my duty to put an end to the scandal your wife is causing, 
I warn you openly that I will use every honest means to do 
so, even if I have to force you out of town. Everyone knows 
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what Mme. Dubois is doing, and everyone is talking about 
it. And nobody can understand your attitude. Our conversa- 
tion hasn't enlightened me about it at all." 
"I felt pity. Father. I, also, pardon adultery." 
He looked at me without indulgence. It was no longer 
the look of a priest, but that of a man, a man indignant 
at what perhaps seemed cowardice to him. Then he went 
in, and I watched him climb the staircase, his shoulders 
bent, shaking his head. 

I admired him in some ways because he was humble and 
loyal. He did not pity and he did not understand pity, be- 
cause he was a man like the others in Macklin, strong, 
courageous, and cruel to the weak. 



II 



T FELT frozen. The wind penetrated everywhere into the 
JL old car, and the heat the foot warmer gave off stopped 
under the dashboard. The windows were covered with frost, 
inside as well as outside, and I had to keep rubbing my hand 
over the windshield to see the road. But I myself was all 
right Even in the middle of the night, coming out of bed, 
I could resist the cold. 
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I was coming back from a childbirth in the country, out 
near the reservoir. The faces on the women when they saw 
me arrive instead of Dr. Lafleur! The old doctor was no 
longer able to go out to the country in winter. He suffered 
from poor blood circulation and was always frozen. Even so, 
when they called him, he would say that he was coming 
and then would ask me to go for him. It was his way of 
helping me, discreet and effective. For several weeks I had 
only had these patients and my cases at the hospital. Other- 
wise, a void had been created around me in a very short 
time. The word had gone round the town and the country, 
and everyone had stepped back and left me alone. So effec- 
tively, in fact, that I would not be able to repay Arthur 
Prevost in February if it continued. And Madeleine had a 
greater need for money than ever. To avoid humiliating 
her, I had had her name added to my account at the bank, 
and she had only to sign her checks. But I still held one 
card. I could always borrow from the bank again to avoid 
disaster. 

When I arrived unexpectedly like this at the homes of 
people who were expecting Dr. Lafleur, I was greeted by 
threatening looks. They let me come in because they had to 
have a doctor, but if I bogged down in front of their house 
when I was leaving, they would watch me for an entire 
night without lifting a finger to help me and without offer- 
ing me hospitality. For that reason, I decided that from now 
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on I wouldn't use my own car. The risk was too great. I 
would take Dr. Lafleur's car; it was new, and had snow 
tires. 

And these people did not pay. Since I started answering 
their calls I had not received a single check. I had seen one 
of them at market the day before, on Thursday. He must 
have gone home with a thick wad of banknotes, but he 
hadn't come to my office. 

It was eleven o'clock. I had only lost two hours' sleep. 
Considering the state the roads were in, that was an exploit. 
The snow had stopped, but the wind was always raging. 
The radio had announced that the mercury would be falling 
to twenty-five below zero during the night. I drove the 
car to the garage and started to walk home. Someone called 
my name. It was Jim, coming out of his booth, without an 
overcoat, his hands in his pockets. He crossed the street 
without hurrying, without indicating in any way that the 
cold was affecting him. When he reached me, he turned on 
his heels and walked back with me. 

"It's not exactly warm out. Where are you coming from 
like that?" 

"The reservoir." 

"So! You've learned to drive, if that's where you're coming 
from! There are plenty of nasty stretches out there." 

Jim had become my friend. Perhaps he had seen in me a 
softness which made us allies, soul mates. He was the only 
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person who could speak to me in the street without flushing 
and lowering his eyes. He had nothing to lose. Besides, he 
wasn't protecting me. He was an observer. 

He stretched and yawned. "I'm going to bed. Tell him 
I won't drive him back. It's no weather for a man to be 



out in." 



He touched his cap to me and slipped back toward his 
shack. "Him" was Richard. He had been at the house when 
I had left at about nine o'clock. He was still there. Jim would 
have seen him go. Every other week Richard had Saturday 
off. 

As soon as I closed the door, the voices up above stopped. 
I climbed the stairs slowly, tactfully. They were seated on 
the sofa. She, her legs folded under her, very nervous. He 
awkward, too large and too rough for the rose sofa, timid 
and not understanding very well what had happened to him. 
When I entered, he always looked down at his feet, blushing. 
Madeleine would seem to be saying "Hurry up. Don't you 
see you embarrass him?" I would feel a slight shock at 
seeing them that way. My pity could not always be kept 
at the same level without breaks. It was more difficult 
when Madeleine wasn't crying. Occasionally I would sit 
down in my gray armchair and read a newspaper. For no 
reason. To annoy them. The first time I did it, Madeleine 
wanted to ignore me and tried to continue her conversation 
with him. But he would say nothing, and only stared at his 
shoes. He could have knocked me down with one hand. I 
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think that he had a bad conscience. I put aside my paper 
and looked at him. He suffered silently, his eyes lowered, 
feeling that I was examining him. Then Madeleine fol- 
lowed his example. She stayed silent. But she didn't lower 
her eyes under my gaze, and it was I who gave way. I took 
the bottle of whisky and went down to my office, to come 
up again when Richard left. I made a peaceful life for myself 
that way. I had a sanctuary, my office, into which no one 
penetrated. In it I lived pleasantly with my whisky, and 
sometimes, a book. I heard nothing of what happened above; 
I lived in a test tube, training myself not to think and just 
to exist. I had taken up my tactics of inertia again. I felt 
no real pleasure, but I suffered only superficially, with a 
chronic suffering that I had tamed. Now and then it reared 
up in me. 

Madeleine was transformed since the day after Christmas, 
perhaps because of my renunciation. She began to exhibit 
her love in the daylight, dragging her stupid Richard along 
behind her, always seeming to be stepping on hot coals. At 
home she had adopted an attitude that she had not altered 
since: a cold gaiety, with forced smiles, smiles of the mouth 
only. She behaved with extreme delicacy toward me, going 
so far as to make me acquire my whisky through Therese. 
She held me to my neutrality. I think that at bottom she 
felt scorn for me because I seemed not to have attached 
enough value to her fidelity. But even so, I couldn't explain 
to her what had happened to me, that I was nourishing my 
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pity with whisky, that it was not my nature to be a drunkard. 
No, I said nothing. I entrenched myself in my sanctuary and 
gave myself injections of indifference. 

The first time I saw Richard at the house it was natural 
that my painfully acquired impassivity should be broken 
through. Madeleine, her head high, pretended not to see 
anything strange in our meeting. She introduced us. I did 
not shake the trembling hand he offered me: a powerful, 
nervous hand which stayed extended, abashed, and then fell 
slowly the length of his body. I was not malicious. But the 
middle-class attitudes which lived in me still included a 
well-developed sense of conventions. That evening I drank at 
Khouri's, in his office at the back of the restaurant. Khouri 
was a sensible man. He placed two bottles on his desk, closed 
the door on me, and went out for the evening. He returned 
at about midnight and drank a glass with me without say- 
ing a word. Before I left him, he shook my hand. That was 
all. 

I had flared up another time since then, but not at Made- 
leine. Arthur Prevost had asked me to go see him the week 
before. The stout merchant wasn't happy. Severity gave 
him almost a noble look. 

"You understand that the position you occupy carries great 
responsibilities ?" 

"What are they?" 

I was a little unnerved, and I spoke in an unpleasant 
voice. The fat man stopped short in his tirade, looked at 
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me, still hesitating to get angry, and then answered, "You 
simply cannot let yourself be touched by scandal. By corn- 
promising yourself, you compromise all of us, and we will 
be obliged to give you up. It seems to me that you should 
feel a sense of solidarity with the rest of us. For heaven's 
sake, you're not a baby." 

"What are you objecting to?" 

A gentle voice immediately, to avoid wounding me too 
brutally. 

"You know very well. Your wife is treating you very 
badly. I don't want to judge her God keep me from doing 
that! But to put it bluntly she is deceiving you in public" 

"You should complain to her then, not to me," 

Prevost no longer knew how to take me. He could not 
tell whether I was making fun of myself or whether misery 
had addled my wits. 

"Your own conduct hmm is strange enough. We don't 
understand your attitude. And it lends itself to to discus- 
sion." 

"What are you trying to say?" 

My voice hissed. This time he would have to be explicit. 
He abandoned a delicacy that had cramped his style. 

"If you're a man, you don't put up with your wife's lover 
in your own house. Everyone's against you there. You don't 
have any pride at all." 

"I have enough not to listen to you any more. I'm not a 
chad." 
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Then Arthur Prevost found Ms natural voice again. It 
was no longer the voice of a blackmailer; now he spoke like 
a businessman. 

**I have the means to ruin you. I'm interested in you, I 
help you, I warn you and you take it like this. Well see, 
Doctor. Perhaps you won't carry your head so high very 
much longer." 

He knew that my patients had given me up. He was wait- 
ing for the day on which I would have to pay him. It 
wouldn't be that month, or the next There was the bank, 
and in desperation there was Dr. Lafleur and his honest 
money. I would make him wait as long as I could then 
we should see. In a few months many things might happen. 
I could decide to fly the camp; my pity might run out; I 
might even become a man! 

On this particular evening, Madeleine said good night to 
me as I came in. She knew that I was coming back from 
a call in the country. I had told her that, so she wouldn't 
worry if a breakdown kept me away part of the night. Not 
a word from Richard. I went into the dining room immedi- 
ately. There was a full bottle in the sideboard. I went past 
them without hiding it. We no longer were hiding what we 
did from each other. Then I reached the shadows of my office, 
which the frozen night had tinted with a powdery moon- 
light. I sank into a contemplative mood that emptied me of 
substance and made me feel as solid as the inanimate objects 
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in the room. A snowplow passing in the street with a roar 
like a plane woke me brutally from my dream life. The 
air was still resounding two minutes after it had gone by. 
Then peace fell again, like a blanket of dust. But I had 
trouble re-creating the void inside myself. My conversation 
with the old priest kept coming back to me, in fragments. 
"Nobody understands your attitude." And his look, ex- 
pressing a certain repugnance. I had known from the first 
that no one would understand, and I was not waiting for 
anyone to do so. But for a moment I had believed that he 
might understand. I also had charge of a soul. I held myself 
responsible for Madeleine, not for her salvation but for 
her happiness. And I also could only perform my task 
with humility. I succeeded less than he because for me, 
things were a little more on the physical level. I had gusts 
of pride and of desire. There was not only a soul in Made- 
leine: there was also a body that I loved. It was that which 
disturbed me each night, not the whisky. Whisky was simply 
my nourishment along the road of pity, a road strewn with 
snares. I could not free myself of my desire for Madeleine's 
body. And when I was prey to that desire, pride sprang up 
in me, Richard's presence seared me, and I hated Madeleine. 
Had there been a gun in the house, I felt I might one day, 
in such moments, be capable of executing "justice" upon 
them. Yes, it took courage to keep up my pity, to continue 
to support Madeleine's soul, to stand guard over its happiness. 
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Pity is as difficult to maintain as any other virtue. But the 
old priest had not understood me, and had reacted like all 
the other men, scorning my virtue. 

Even so, I would go on; I was sure that I was not mistaken. 
And let no one point an accusing finger at the whisky. When 
my job was finished, then I would give up the whisky. 
Until then I needed it, because I was only a man and kept 
myself in that way from succumbing to the temptation of 
pride. Alcohol made me wise, destroyed my hardness, opened 
wide the floodgates of my pity. Without it I would perhaps 
have had to give up my whole training in saintliness. 

Every evening I drank, and therefore could look at my 
life from the outside. Since my marriage it had been a strange 
life. I saw clearly that I had not held all the threads of it; 
several had fallen from my hand. Madeleine held only a 
small number of them. Who was pulling the others? I 
could not tell yet I no longer knew what the end of it all 
would be, because the power of decision was not mine. Even 
if I had it to a greater extent, I would not interfere, not 
even in a moment of excitement. I was not a fatalist, but I 
was beginning to acquire a sense of reality. For a long time 
I had been older than my twenty-seven years. I had matured 
all at once at the start of the summer. Would I endure 
until autumn, like all the rest of nature, before falling to the 
ground? 

Madeleine had retained her youth, but if her actual experi- 
ence was not successful and I did not believe in its success 
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she would burn out very quickly too. She would pass be- 
yond me, doubtless, because she was more inflammable. I was 
tortured by the same agony as my friend, the old priest. 
I did not know, and had no way of knowing, whether the 
soul with which I was charged would be saved. But I gave 
it its freedom. I did not try to hold it to the straight and nar- 
row path. I would allow it to damn itself. She would easily 
act without my authorization. Madeleine never had a tracta- 
ble nature. In the end, I intervened in neither one direction 
nor the other. 

I believed that Richard was too young and too stupid to 
love truly. He let himself be swept along by her. I also did 
not believe that he dominated her. He was too slow. Made- 
leine slipped through his hands like water. What could have 
attracted my wife in this boy created to chop wood in the 
forests and have a family of fifteen children? I did not 
know. Physical strength, no doubt. And then his primitive 
nature perhaps, his character like that of a kind savage, close 
to childishness. That would make sense in the light of her 
taste for the movies and jukebox music. 

The door opened at the top of the staircase. I heard Rich- 
ard's voice, full of deep tones, and Madeleine's whisper. A 
silence, then their steps on the stairs. I poured myself a 
drink. I did not care for the pause that always occurred at 
that point. 

I had forgotten Jim's message. I got up, with a feeling of 
boredom. I hated the curtain to go up again when I had 
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already left the stage. I held myself very straight I was 
holding my liquor much better by then. I opened the two 
doors, Richard was in front of me, taller than I, dark, hand- 
some as a poster for a film. Madeleine was standing on the 
staircase, and I saw in her eyes that wild glare that was 
always there when she had just left him. I felt a slight tug 
at my heart. 

"Jim has gone to bed. He doesn't want to drive any more 
in this weather/' 

Richard didn't answer. He felt himself too big to deal 
with me, no doubt. 

"What's he going to do?" Madeleine was worried. "Give 
him the car. Tomorrow is Sunday. You don't go to the 
hospital until late." 

Another slight tug. A gust of the possessive instinct. But 
I forced myself to be reasonable. I gave him the keys and 
went back into the office. The air there was still disturbed. 
I heard the door close. A few moments later the car started 
up in the street. Then the gears changing. Then nothing 
more. Madeleine had gone back into the apartment by that 
time. She was going to bed with the dream that left her 
terrified, that she could no longer escape. 

She would begin again the next day. The affair showed 
her tenacity. Perhaps she had decided to finish it, to see 
to the bottom of things once and for all. Madeleine was not 
one of those people who give up easily the desire to be satis- 
fied. She would go as far as possible, would force reality 
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into her dream-image as long as she could. She feared noth- 
ing and no one. And imprudence did not bother her at all 
I wanted to talk to her about the priest's warning. Not to 
frighten her, but because he might easily destroy her. She 
was not big enough to fight him. But what was the use? 
She would not listen to me any more than she had listened 
to him. She would not lay down her pride for so little. 



HI 

*\ f ADELEINE wandered through the house, a lost look 
JJV JL in her eyes, nervously crushing a handkerchief in her 
hand. Even Therese couldn't draw her from the haggard 
trance in which she had been sunk for several days. She 
passed in front of us but did not see us. If we spoke to her, 
she started. She spent long hours leaning out of the window, 
almost without moving. At table she ate practically nothing. 
And she did not sleep, she who had always insisted on ten 
or twelve good hours of sleep per day. Her health worried 
me, but she refused to be examined and would not accept 
the sedatives I offered her at night. She wished to fight her 
fight alone and refused all aid, no matter whence it came. 
I hoped she might relax a little. It was one of the most 

181 



Dust Over the City 

beautiful winter days we had had. The sun made every- 
thing sparkle like crystal and the air smelled like fresh 
fruit. Yet she would not go out. Even Jim emerged from 
his lethargy, and I saw him twice accepting customers com- 
ing out of Khouri's. 

I was idle also. Since the Saturday before, I had had only 
my morning visits to the hospital and one circumcision. Not 
a single patient in my office. No calls, and it was Thursday 
already. I managed to kill time easily enough in the evenings, 
but in the daytime I hardly knew what to do with myself. I 
watched Madeleine, and suffered through not being able 
to help her. 

The town had done its work well. It had clamped its 
vise around us so successfully that we were like wild beasts in 
a cage. We no longer left our apartment. A few days more 
and our backs would be to the wall. I had gone to the bank 
the day before, and they had refused to lend me anything. 
I had only about three hundred dollars, which would hardly 
last two weeks. My only guarantee was my unpaid accounts, 
and they were held by Arthur Prevost. The expiration date 
for his loan fell due the following week. I hesitated to ask 
Dr. Lafleur for help. I was not sure enough of being able to 
pay off any new obligations. 

But it was Madeleine whom they had attacked most 
cruelly the priest, Arthur Prevost, and other people. If 
they had asked Dn Lafleur to interfere, I knew he must have 
refused. The priest, the day before, had arranged for Rich- 
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ard's engagement to a young girl he had dug up somewhere 
or other. The priest was a man of action; he lost no time. It 
was Therese who brought me the news. It seemed that 
Richard had known the girl a long time before he met 
Madeleine. Better yet, she was Arthur Prevost's niece. A 
fine springtime marriage. Richard was good-looking peo- 
ple would still agree that his fiancee was lucky. 

Madeleine had certainly heard the news. She had not seen 
Richard since Saturday. The following day one of his fellow 
workmen had brought the car back. Not a word from him. 
She had telephoned Monday and someone, Richard's mother 
or a relative, had insulted her outrageously. And there was 
Madeleine's dream, split down the middle. It had only taken 
the intervention of a single energetic man to shatter her hap- 
piness and mine and Richard's- I didn't know whether, 
basically, I wasn't really pleased by all this. A weight had 
been lifted off one side of the scale, but with too much vio- 
lence. The other side had crashed down. I had never seen 
Madeleine so wounded, so disarmed. She was not a woman 
to accept what had happened. She pulled at her leash, and 
there was no way to foresee where she might leap if the 
chain broke. She would certainly bite. I knew that her moods 
of depression always ended in a kva flow in some unexpected 
direction. And the depression in which she was immersed 
was too deep not to worry me. 

If they thought their stratagem would make her turn 
to me again, they had only to come and watch her walking 
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up and down the apartment. I was completely absent from 
her thoughts. She had not become Mme. Dubois again be- 
cause she had been dispossessed. The return to the fold was 
not one of the images that appealed to her. They had 
wounded her beyond tears, to a depth until then untouched. 
She was shaken. Perhaps she would go on quivering a long 
time still, but at last there would be a sudden click, and a 
rebound. 

Therese went to ask her what she wanted for dinner. 
She answered with only a vague movement of her head. 
Therese looked at me, shook her own head slowly, and left 
the room, full of pity. If Madeleine kept on like that, 
Therese would probahly be crying for her. 

I could say nothing to her, and she expected no consolation 
from me. I watched her eating herself away, trying only 
not to trouble her, to foresee her movements. It was some- 
thing else than pity for her: it was the cold glance of the 
diagnostician. I was watching the incubation period of a 
serious disease. 

"I'm going to the movies tonight." 

I had not realized that she could still speak with so strong 
a voice. It was not to me she spoke, however, but to Therese, 
who answered her from the kitchen in her usual overen- 
thusiastic tone. Was she perhaps going to become absorbed 
again by the movies? Or was she merely going in order to 
search the screen for a vision of Richard? I found it reassur- 
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ing that she had invited Therese the only antidote that still 
might act on her. 

At dinner she drank a glass of fruit juice, and that was alL 
She watched us eat, and we showed great restraint, for fear, 
perhaps, that watching us might make her sick. During des- 
sert she suddenly announced: "I'm taking the train tomor- 
row. I'm going home to see Mother." 

She spoke without looking at us. I found it moving, like 
listening to a blind person. 

"I can drive you there in the car. I haven't anything else 
to do." 

"No. Stay here. Maybe some patients will come back once 
Fm gone." 

Her first bitter words, but spoken in a quiet voice which 
did not suit them. 

"I swear it would give me pleasure to drive you." 

"I'll get less tired in the train." 

I did not insist any further. She obviously did not want 
my company. As- a matter of fact, I had to admit that visit- 
ing her mother was not a bad idea. It was in that atmosphere 
that she could probably recover most quickly; she had al- 
ways lived in it. With me she still felt away from home, in 
a strange place. 

"You'll stay a long time?" 

"As long as I can." 

The same dull voice which, with the fixity of her stare, 
gave her the air of a sleepwalker. 
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"You can stay a month if you want. It will do you good. 57 

She looked at me suddenly, and in her eyes I saw tears 
well up, then disappear. They lasted a second, perhaps. 

"I'll decide when I'm there. Maybe a week, maybe a 
month." 

"You can take Therese if you want." 

Therese looked at me, her eyes overflowing with grati- 
tude. 

"No. I prefer to be alone." 

Therese was happy even so. She understood, she understood 
everything, this girl whom I had never seen suffer. I had 
suggested taking Therese because Madeleine had frightened 
me. I no longer saw her staying there alone with her mother. 
Her sickness was one for which her mother could do noth- 
ing she less than anyone else, perhaps. 

Madeleine got up from the table and went to dress before 
going out, with no sign of enthusiasm or joy. She was going 
to the movies; but they had lost their power. She was no 
longer the true believer. 
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IT WAS seven o'clock in the evening next day. A patient 
had just left my office an old rheumatic whom they had 
probably forgotten to warn against me. I did not care, I 
was happy. I had the feeling that I was breaking the vise, 
that I was about to burst out from it. I celebrated by drinking 
a glass of whisky, and felt almost gay. One more patient, 
and I would believe that I had won out It was snowing 
again. Through the window which looked out from the 
side of the house, I saw Jim walking his usual sentry-go 
in front of his shack. Hands in his pockets, he moved 
through the snow like a large menacing shadow. Would he 
be looking for work? No, he must be trying to digest the 
oily meals ^at Khouri's that he ate every day. He was too 
lazy even to cut himself a piece of bread* 

Madeleine's train left in half an hour. She had told me 
that she would stop off to see me in my office, that there 
was no point in my coming up again. Inaction weighed 
heavily on me. I decided to get the car out of the garage 
and park it in front of the door. Jim greeted me with a 
feeble wave of the hand. 

"You're not going to work in this snow, Jim?" 
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He looked at me with his little pig-eyes. 

"Maybe I'm digesting my food." 

"If you need a consultation . . ." 

"Are you looking for patients in the streets now?" 

"Like you, Jim. Like you. Hunger drives me to it." 

He laughed slowly, without meaning to. 

"I saw an old man leave your place a little while ago. A 
patient?" 

"Yes, One who didn't know." 

Jim passed his hand over his face to indicate his surprise, 
or perhaps because he had to scratch himself. I left him. 

When I got back to the office, Madeleine was already 
there. I could see Therese at the top of the stairs, her face 
covered with tears. Yet she did not yet know that I would 
have to give her up while Madeleine was away, in order to 
economize. 

My wife was white, her eyes feverish, her lips blood red. 

"I just took the car out of the garage." 

"You shouldn't have bothered. I'm going with Jim," 

"No. No. You're not going to leave me for a month and 
prevent me from driving you to the station too." 

"You've had a patient. Perhaps others will come. It's not 
the moment to be away." 

She spoke with a conviction that I could not very well 
resist, for fear of making her angry. Her eyes were fall of 
tears, mine also, and she was biting her lip. 
"Oh, well! Kiss me." 
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She put her head on my chest, and the tears came. I felt 
her making an effort to master herself. Then she said to 
me in a hollow voice that I could not recognize, "Forgive 
me, Alain. Forgive me for everything I've done to you. I 
swear to you I didn't mean to hurt you, ever." 

I tried to calm her. She was no longer crying, but I could 
feel her shaking against me. 

"Be quiet You talk as if you were going away forever. 
You'll be back soon. We'll start all over again." 

I tried to laugh, but the laughter caught in my throat. 
She stood up straight again, white-faced, her eyes staring 
a little, as if she had decided to finish with it, to wait no 
longer. 

"Goodbye! Take care of yourself. I'll write you. . . .** 

She was already gone and her last words still filled the 
room, as if kept alive in the air by some strange phenomenon. 
I turned to the window. She had already hailed Jim, who 
got into his car and backed up slowly toward our door. I 
saw her wave her hand one last time from behind the glass. 
And the taxi disappeared toward the station which was five 
minutes away. 

I saw again the small defeated face, and I was deeply 
moved. Would we ever be able to begin again when she 
returned ? I would suggest to her that we leave Macklin and 
start all over somewhere else, it didn't matter where, as 
long as she was happy. I never wanted to see her eyes 
drowned in tears again. I no longer wanted to witness her 
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suffering. We had had our share of suffering. The air of 
Macklin without Madeleine was unbreathable, and the town, 
with its dust and hills of waste, repelled me. 

The whistle of the train was smothered by the snow. It 
sounded again ten minutes later, and by straining my ears 
I heard the vibration die away little by little. Let Madeleine 
come back to me in less than a month, I found myself 
praying. Already the solitude was unbearable. 



V 



JEM twisted his cap in his hands. He had not closed the 
door, and the wind came rushing into the stairway land- 
ing. His mouth was trembling. I had never seen him like 
that before. 

"What's the matter, Jim?" 

He didn't raise his head. He didn't look at me. Then he 
spoke, in a voice that no longer sounded rough and coarse: 
"You've got to come. Quickly." 

"Where to? Is someone ill?" 

He barely nodded his head, just turned and went back 
down into the street. I grabbed my coat and followed him. 
When we were in his car I questioned him. 
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"What's this all about?" 

"An accident** 

"Serious?" 

"Yes." 

I wondered whether he was deliberately playing dumb, or 
whether he really knew nothing. 

"But what's actually happened?" 

His mouth was still quivering. I had never seen him moved 
before. What could have happened to him? 

"Your . . ." 

He realized at once that I had understood. Madeleine, 
whom I had allowed to go away with him! But we weren't 
heading for the station, 

' Where is she?" 

Then, again, I understood before he could answer me. We 
were going to Richard's house. 

"Is she hurt?" 

He bit his lip and hunched down in his seat 

'Well? Tell me, you fool! Is she hurt?" 

An imperceptible movement of his head. I clutched at his 
arm, and without knowing what I was doing screamed at 
him. 

"Dead? Is she dead?" 

He didn't answer. She was dead! 

But it could not be possible. She had been crying in my 
arms a quarter of an hour before. There was some mistake. 
Madeleine couldn't be dead. I was overcome; I simply re- 
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fused to believe such news. And if she were dead, lie must 
have killed her. Murdered her! 

"He killed her, Jim? He killed her? Well? Tell me!" 

"No." 

"Was it an accident?" 

"No." 

"What, then? What, Jim?" 

"She was the one who had the gun." 

"It was she who . . ." 

I slumped down on the seat. Where could she have got a 
gun? It must be part of the town's plot against me; it was 
their big attack. They were trying to kill me. Her tears 1 I 
had said to her that she was talking as if she were leaving 
forever. "Take care of yourself." Her last effort to make 
everything all right again. A revolver. The police. The 
townspeople. The whole town must have heard that re- 
volver shot. And what about him? 

"She killed herself, Jim? She did it herself?" 

"Yes/ 5 

"And him? Richard?" 

"Only wounded. Not serious, I think." 

She had not even killed him, and yet the poor little fool 
still had not spared herself. Had she already decided to kill 
herself when she was leaving? Or had she only decided 
after she fired on Richard? She must have foreseen it all. 
This trip for a month perhaps she had gone to offer to 
take him with her. 
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We got there. There was a crowd in front of the door. 
I left the car and quickly moved into the center of the group 
without looking at anyone. 

She was stretched out in the snow, just as she must have 
fallen. No one had dreamed of covering her body. There 
was some congealed blood in her hair which still seemed 
alive in the sparkling snow. Without thinking, I moved to 
her. and closed her eyelids. They were cold. I stood up, still 
looking at her. One leg was folded beneath her. I straightened 
it out beside the other. On her neck I saw my necklace; it 
had slipped out from under her coat I lifted one of her 
sleeves and saw the bracelet also. And I had never noticed 
when she kissed me. 

"Bring something to cover her with.** 

The assurance in my voice troubled me. Then I saw the 
revolver in the snow, almost touching her. Much too big 
and heavy a gun for her. How had she been able to use it? 
The police had not yet arrived. It was Jitn who handed me 
something to cover her with. A green cloth the color she 
had chosen for herself. 

I suddenly saw the taut faces around me in the shadows. 
The pitiless looks of the inhabitants of Macklin. Their eyes 
traveled from the body to me and back to the body again. 
If the police did not come and take her away, they would 
spend the whole night there, leering at us, waiting for even 
more astonishing things to occur. There were some women 
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and several children in the group. They jostled each other 
in the back rows in order to see better. 

I looked at the Hetu house, a few steps away. All the 
windows were lit up. He was still alive in there. But they 
were not really interested in him. He would still be there 
the next day. It was the strange woman and the husband 
who amused them. 

Then the strident noise of the police siren sounded over 
the countryside. It swelled slowly and my heart quickened 
as it approached, as if it were I who had made the hole in 
the reddish head. The circle widened when they arrived. 
There were two of them. One immediately began to question 
the witnessess. The other kneeled on the ground and sketched 
the positions of the body and the gun. They were methodi- 
cal and cold; men doing their jobs. 

There was only one witness: Jim. They sent the curious 
audience away, and one of them went into the house to 
question the Hetus while the other mounted guard over 
the body. Then Jim told his story. 

Madeleine had asked him to drive her to Hetu's house, 
going by way of the station, evidently to fool me. In front 
of the house she had given him a five-dollar bill and had 
refused to take any change. She left her suitcase in the car, 
telling Jim that she would pick it up later. Intrigued, Jim 
had thought it over a little, then had turned and driven 
back to the front of the house, putting out his headlights. 
Richard came out of the house. They must have had some 
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convenient signal. As soon as he stepped into the rectangle 
of light from one of the windows, she had fired. Richard 
fell to the ground. Then, immediately, Jim heard the second 
shot. Madeleine was in the shadows and he had not seen her. 
She was dead a few seconds later, and Richard was still 
alive. Jim, who had observed the whole drama from the be- 
ginning, had not missed this last scene. I listened to him 
almost indifferently, as if he were talking about other people. 
All I had to do was to avoid looking at the little shoes pro- 
truding from under the green table-cover in order to stop 
believing in the whole story. The other policeman came 
back toward us. Then the two of them walked away a little 
and spoke to each other. Finally they picked Madeleine up 
and laid her in the back of their car. The closing of the car 
door made a frighteningly normal sound. 

It was at that moment that something became disjointed 
inside me and left a great void into which her death began 
to penetrate. Madeleine still wore for me the last expression 
I had seen on her living face, her eyes bathed in tears, in- 
expressibly pale, straightening up a last time to go to fulfill 
her destiny. A gust of pride had given her the strength to 
make the final gestures. That picture would survive with 
me when all the others had faded. Her poignant mask. Or 
perhaps she had at last done with masks. I had forgiven her 
everything. Even my flesh, for the first time, had forgotten. 
My wave of pity had been reabsorbed by the love that I had 
never ceased to feel for her. And it was at that very moment 
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that she had gone to kill herself, as a child throws himself 
into the water. She had given herself a final freedom. I was 
certain that when she fired, her eyes had blazed with her 
hateful little pride. She was dead, an untamed wild animal, 
without realizing perhaps that death lasted f orever, that she 
could not come back to me after having experienced it And 
had she worn the bracelet and necklace to affirm her final 
choice? I did not know, would never know, but she had 
certainly not done so without a reason. Perhaps she was 
telling me, in that way, the things that her lack of humility 
had prevented her from telling me while she was still alive. 

Jim took me by the arm to lead me home. Seated in the 
car I went on looking at the spot where she had fallen; 
inside me, there was something like a deep rent that wished 
to close around her. My body ached with grief, and I wept, 
at last. 

Jim sniffled noisily, either from sympathy or from true 
need. I would never know. I had not known that he could 
behave so decently. He had in spite of everything retained 
a measure of dignity, far down deep inside his soul. It 
emerged on extraordinary occasions. I would have to feel 
pity for Jim also, I realized 

In the house, Therese knew already. Perhaps they had 
broadcast the news over the radio. A peaceful February 
evening suddenly torn by so important an event Macklin 
would have something to chew on that night Seeing me, 
Therese, already in tears, burst into wilder sobs. I left her 
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alone in the kitchen and went to sit down in the gray arm- 
chair in which I had suffered from almost all the wounds 
Madeleine had given me. Opposite me I saw the rose sofa, 
where Madeleine's way had first seemed to branch out from 
mine, where the second act had been played out, when it 
was still possible for everything to turn out happily for the 
leading characters. 

Curiously, pain for my wife's death penetrated me more 
slowly than bitterness had, after her betrayal of me. Had I 
succeeded in cutting it all away from me? No. Death is 
too overwhelming a reality. It crushes you at first, so com- 
pletely that the pain comes later on, much later on. You 
have to become familiar with it. Day after day I would go 
on verifying the fact that Madeleine was not coming back. 
The house was still full of her presence. It was not easy to 
believe that she was riding, dead, in the back of a police 
car, though the rose sofa still showed the imprint of her 
body, though there was some of her powder spilled on the 
rug in her bedroom, though all the rooms smelled of her. 
My eyes stopped near the window. The small handkerchief 
she had been carrying all that day lay there, crushed into 
a ball, as if she had vanished at the will of a magician and 
had let it fall there, unnoticed. I picked it up. It was soaked 
with her rather over-sweet perfume. A piece of chiffon, 
which could not restore anything to me. 

"How could she have done it?" 

Leaning in the doorway, her face crumpled, lost before 
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this great absurdity, Therese had not so much addressed me 
as questioned herself. I had nothing to answer her with. No 
one knew how anyone could do a thing like that Perhaps 
they would make me a present of her "mental alienation/' 
so as not to tarnish the reputation of the upper class person I 
was in Macklin. Alienated she was that from her birth, 
as I was. They had given her no other choice than to ac- 
complish what had to be accomplished She had no more 
freedom to choose than I had to avoid imitating her and 
in the end to take her place at the center of the stage and 
there to receive the blow of her death. What good was pity 
when it was so impotent? 

"And we didn't notice anything. We never suspected a 
thing about it." 

Therese was experiencing many things that she didn't 
understand. She had opened her eyes wide in the darkness 
and was astonished not to see anything. But I also was over- 
come because I had not been able to foresee any of this, 
because I had not known how to decipher Madeleine's ex- 
pression, because I too had not suspected anything. That 
had been an enormous stupidity, like dropping a lighted 
match on a floor soaked with gasoline. I had stopped watch- 
ing just at the moment when Madeleine was about to press 
the trigger. I had closed my eyes at the one time I should 
have been on guard. As if I had spent a whole day saving 
her from death, and then in the evening, through clumsiness, 
had pushed her into a trough of water. 
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"When we were coming back from the movies last night, 
she told me it was all finished, that she would go home to 
her mother and begin again . . . begin again afterwards." 

The large girl suddenly realized that she was talking to 
someone who was not even looking at her, and she mumbled 
the last few words. If she only knew how Madeleine's death 
had reduced my vanity to nothingness! To understand better, 
I would have to question her one day about everything that 
Madeleine had confided to her and had never told me. 
But I had plenty of time. I had my whole life ahead of me 
to try to understand why Madeleine had not lived out her 
natural destiny. Maybe it was basically very simple. Made- 
leine had never, perhaps, actually believed in the revolver. 
It was only seeing Richard fall that made her realize that she 
had just acted out a major scene. And, in her distraction, she 
had continued to act, and had done what heroic people do on 
those occasions; she had for once committed a definitive 
action. We would never know, however. 

Therese filled the room with a convulsive sob of incompre- 
hension. I wanted to tell her that there was nothing to under- 
stand, that death makes no more sense than a stone, that it 
was better to go on living and closing one's eyes. But she, 
I was certain, would recover. She would have, perhaps, a 
small crack in her soul which would make her sad on certain 
rainy days, but the blood was too quick in her veins for her 
not to begin very quickly to live again. She would think of 
Madeleine when she went to the movies and would cry; 
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then she would return to her models, her work. That is what 
being healthy implies. 

I wanted to let her go, but she refused. She insisted on 
staying the night in the house. One never knew . . . The 
inhabitants of Macklin were also waiting. They wouldn't 
have been surprised the next day to learn that the curtain had 
risen again during the night, that an actor had forgotten 
his lines, that there had been more stage business. 

But I did not have the strength. I deadened myself with 
whisky, gasping a litde, still troubled. My castle of cards 
lay in the dust; a large unpitying hand had knocked it down. 
I waited for the dust to envelop me again, but my unrest 
prolonged itself. Nothing was settled. There was no comfort 
for me but sleep, won painfully, as my mind kept returning 
to a star of blood on a reddish head of hair. 



VI 



THE troubled waters slowly calmed themselves. The 
town could begin to think about other things. The 
police were discreet Richard was discreet The coroner's 
inquest, presided over by Dr. Laurent, had revealed nothing 
that everyone did not already know. His hollow eyes ex- 
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pressing nothing, his voice cold, Dr. Laurent had assured 
me that Madeleine had died immediately, that she had not 
suffered. What if not suffering had led her to her death? 
But Dr. Laurent could not know about that 

The revolver belonged to KhourL Trembling a little, as 
if he were going to be accused of complicity, he told how 
he had shown it to her some weeks before in a drawer under 
the cash register. He did not know how or when she had 
got hold of it, he swore. Everything was clear now. The 
affair was classified. 

The eddies died out in the town, but lived on in me. I 
would have to learn to accept them. 

Therese left me. There was nothing more for her to do 
in my home. She was part of Madeleine's universe, not mine. 
I stayed on alone in the house, which remained hostile to me. 
It had managed to vomit forth Madeleine; I was more stub- 
born. But time was on its side. Others would live in it when 
I was gone. Property dies less quickly than men; no doubt 
because it does not suffer. 

No one bothered me. They would need time to get used 
to the idea that I had not died too. Then^ one day, they would 
notice that I was still there, like a thorn in their foot. 

Of an evening I took the train to bring a dead woman back 
to her mother. I could only give her back the body. The soul 
lived on in me and 1 could not give it up. I did not know 
when I would return to Macklin, if I ever returned at all. 
I would have to bathe my wounds first, accustom myself to 
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carrying Madeleine's soul within me, assign it its place 
there. 

There would be my own mother's blank face. She would 
greet me silently. She had been the first to surrender before 
Madeleine s ardor. Perhaps she had been waiting for me 
to return ever since that day. Mothers have perceptive flesh, 
and much patience. I would never know what she thought 
of all this. She would watch me live beside her without 
saying a word, preoccupied only with my physical needs. 
She would know that Madeleine, who had forced her to 
step back, still possessed me; and she would step back again. 

I was less sure about Madeleine's mother. Madeleine's 
warmth was transformed to fury in her. My mother could 
still see her son alive. Madeleine's could only contemplate a 
corpse and the wreckage of the dream she had had of marry- 
ing her daughter to a doctor. I pitied her, but I certainly 
could not command enough courage to express my pity to 
her. I would never be able any longer to support the sight 
of her hatred, of her resentment at being dispossessed. Per- 
haps I would never have to see her again. I hoped so. 

I took a last glass of whisky, and swallowed it in bitterness. 
It had permitted me to continue loving Madeleine by dead- 
ening myself. I no longer needed it. I could hardly descend 
lower than where I was now. . . . 
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IT WAS summer again. Outside, the night had fallen 
suddenly. First it had trembled on the horizon, then it 
had licked large sections of the sky, seeming to recoil as it 
progressed, like flame; finally it had spread itself out in a 
single fell swoop, without bringing freshness to the air. The 
tiny lights that perforated it were not twinkling; they were 
stifled by the humidity. 

I had not lit the lamp, and the reddish light from the street, 
issuing from the neon signs, slashed the windows, lending 
them the dignity of stained glass. The atrocious backfiring 
of the motorcycles tore at my ears. Every night there was the 
same uproar. All the young miners had them this summer, 
it seemed, and they all assembled under my windows after 
dinner. They were Khouri's clients. Sluggish, impassive, 
Khouri greeted them nonchalantly. Often they took only 
a cup of coffee and stayed in his place for hours without his 
batting an eyelid. I might grow to like Khouri and his estab- 
lishment well enough if it were not for the motorcycles. 
The infernal machines would be quiet for a moment and 
the nerves would relax; then, then the backfire would begin 
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again, and it felt as if someone had stuck a needle into the 
spinal column. And this went on very late into the night. 

I searched for oblivion there in the darkness., and found 
it easily enough. In the apartment, the furniture took on 
a hard luster so I could not recognize it The night light 
created its zones of shadow, doubled the depth of the rooms, 
as if to confuse the trail, modify the decorations, to hide 
what had been so that I could deny its existence. I felt my- 
self like a spectator whose mouth is always pronouncing 
the last words the comedian has spoken though the house 
has already finished applauding. I stood alone on the stage; 
the sole survivor, about whose future no one would ever 
wonder. Objects, however, had not forgotten. I might break 
the lamp on the little table in the parlor; I might crush its 
rose linen shade under my foot, so as not to be reminded that 
Madeleine had chosen and loved it Madeleine? Already the 
name failed to express her presence, her living reality. A 
photograph indicated only a part of her. The stupefied, 
frozen face; the very negation of movement And Madeleine 
was the soul of movement, always. 

All I had to do, perhaps, was to light the lamp, and I 
would find all the characters back in their places. There 
was I, seated in the same gray armchair, waiting for the 
telephone call which would allow me to retire to the wings, 
which would deliver me. Madeleine, stretched out on the 
rose sofa at the other end of the room, thumbing through 
a magazine without really looking at it, agitated, crossing 
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her legs, straightening them, getting up and stretching her 
hips, one eye haltclosed so that she could look at me without 
fixing them precisely on me. Or Richard would be there, 
also on the sofa, sitting up straight, awkward and constrained, 
Madeleine would be disturbed by both of us. He would close 
his eyes to avoid the question in mine. Madeleine's empty 
hands would clench themselves with fury at her lack of 
power. They also would be delivered by the ring of the tele- 
phone. 

Richard. Who had tortured me inhumanly, whom I had 
hated and almost loved because he was not free, could not 
possibly spare me. He had upset my life with his great blue 
eyes which were lost and drifting and yet, sometimes, fixed 
and hard, with the lock of black hair that always lay fallen 
on his forehead; with his tall body which was only at ease 
in the open air; with his childishness, his gendeness and his 
poverty, with his physical strength and his inability to under- 
stand what was hurting him. I had felt pity for him also. 
He had survived; that would be his torment The days 
which followed each other without outside life intruding 
upon me, and also, perhaps, his vulnerability, the secret 
pleasure of not seeing hirn happy in spite of his good fortune, 
had led me to a resignation which was more a moral equi- 
librium than an acquiescence. My retreat made me more 
clairvoyant. 

And if I felt impelled to revive their two shadows in the 
room, in the void which surrounded me, it was because I 
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felt that the solution to everything had been snatched out 
of my hands. As if I had balanced on a tightrope and it had 
broken, stupidly, because I had hesitated a second too long. 
I had held one of the threads of Madeleine's destiny, but I 
had known it only too late, when everything was already 
ruined. The hollow suffering that never left me was born 
in that moment when I had not acted. But it was more than 
three months since the curtain had gone down, and new 
events had taken place. 

That evening I had started my consultations again. Two 
women had come. Dr. Lafleur, Arthur Prevost, and Khouri 
had also called on me, but not professionally. 

I had put an announcement in the town paper to say that 
I was practicing medicine once more. After dinner my heart 
suddenly failed me. Did I really want, I wondered, to take 
up with the past again, to submit myself once more to the 
torture of their stares? Yet I got up automatically when the 
doorbell rang. Reflexes always work. 

The women only wanted to sniff out my unhappiness with 
their stony faces, without making even a false effort to be 
compassionate. 

"Ah! It's all very sad, Doctor. But she got what she de- 
served." 

The blood rushed to my face. What she deserved. But her 
whole life had been a torment to her. I calmed myself, ar- 
ranging the papers on my desk. Then I asked her very 
simply: "What she deserved, madame? Why?" 
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She stood, openmouthed, not daring to give me the answer 
that she must have given everyone else, I rescued her from 
her embarrassment by demanding from her my fee for the 
consultation, the fee for a conversation about her husband 
and children. The two women examined me with an air 
that I knew very well: as if I were a man on the point of 
death. 

Dr. Lafleur greeted me with his benevolent smile, a little 
weary. I do not know how much he knew about my diffi- 
culties, but he never alluded to them. That evening he could 
not avoid expressing his sympathy to me directly, and I felt 
my whole frame tighten. He looked at me peacefully with 
his milky blue eyes. 

"This evening?" He did not quite dare to add "Not too 
painful?" But his very matter-of-fact tone prevented me 
from letting him know that I had been forced to suck their 
malice from an eye-dropper. I would always be known in 
Macklin as the-man-whose-wif e . . . 

"Only two women." 

"I really do need you. The last few days the heat has taken 
it out of my legs. I can only work a few hours in the morn- 
ing. Just the hospital and the people who come to my house. 
It's a week since I made any visits myself." 

He smiled, with an amused wrinkle of his eyebrows. 

"I'm beginning to hear my heart beating. I won't be help- 
ing to increase Macklin's population much longer." He gave 
me no time to reassure him. "Marie Theroux is going to have 
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her child tonight or tomorrow. You know her, don't you? 
Can you take care of her for me?" 

Marie Theroirx. She gave birth every year, and each 
time should have been the last. Her thin red blood flowed 
and flowed Dr. Lafleur had also attended her mother, and 
she too had had that kind of blood, in an epoch when trans- 
fusions were rare. He had sometimes spent an entire night 
injecting her with water and salt, which make a blood as 
red as the original. I accepted. 

The old doctor was silent a moment. Then he said to me, 
in a strangled voice, "You'll have trouble standing up to their 
shock at seeing you." 

Nobody in the town expected me to return to my practice. 
The doctor's words created an atmosphere between us that I 
did not want to let myself get caught in, an atmosphere of 
sentiment, in which it would have been all too easy to make 
the old man a witness to my fate, to confide everything to 
him, all in one piece. "I'm not made of steel, Doctor. In 
the space of a few months, Fve been utterly emptied. I have 
exhausted my soul in trying to understand, in letting myself 
be dispossessed of everything, so that someone else might be 
happy. And now I've been annihilated. It was all for nothing, 
for nothing. The town only understood what it wanted to 
understand. Tonight I'm almost ready to admit they were 
right" What would that calm, secure man have been able to 
answer me? He would only have tried to understand, as I 
had 
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"111 see. I've had my rest" 

The old doctor leaned forward, as if he had finally decided 
to speak. 

"I haven't tried to advise you. At my age it's too easy . . . 
and useless. But tonight I want to give you one piece of ad- 
vice. I have known Macklin for forty years. The people are 
without pity, for themselves and for others. It is you who are 
considered the guilty one. Only you have emerged un- 
scathed." 

"Unscathed!" The cry had escaped from me. I could 
hardly keep myself from weeping with stupefaction. 

"In their eyes you haven't suffered at all You seem to 
them to be in league with your misfortunes." 

"And in your eyes, Doctor?" 

I had been moved to self-pity. But at last he was speaking 
about me. His eyes darkened. I was coming too close to his 
sense of decency. He answered me in a slow voice. 

"I? I haven't judged you. All I know about you is your 
work, and what everyone else knows. . , . IVe thought it 
over a long time. I advise you to leave town. You are young. 
You'll be able to start again somewhere else. Here it is too 
late." 

"But they are condemning me without having heard me, 
without knowing anything about it!" 

An amused smile crossed his face, the face of a veteran of 
his profession, 

"Without having heard you ? I don't think that a town has 
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ever bothered to hear an accused person. And if it did, he 
wouldn't gain anything. A town is afraid of big words, and 
you would have to use big words to defend yourself with. 
They accuse you of cowardice. They will never pardon it in 
you, and your whole life won't be enough to prove to them 
that you're not guilty of it." 

The word made me shiver. I had finally heard the indict- 
ment, long after the sentence had been passed. Cowardice. 
I swallowed it like medicine, closing my eyes, upset, feeling 
myself touched by a sickness that had no precise seat in my 
body. A sweetish^ soft word. 

"I can make it easier for you to settle somewhere else." 

I raised my head. Khouri, his eyes absolutely lusterless, was 
standing in the doorway. He had come in without ringing. 
He didn't walk he glided, slowly. He must have heard the 
doctor's last words- Without eagerness he said, Til come 
back later. Excuse me." 

But Dr, Lafleur stood up and took his leave. His face be- 
trayed his great fatigue. He held out his hand to me. 

Til come back tomorrow. I hope that Marie Theroux 
won't have her baby in the middle of the night. Let me know 
if there's any difficulty." 

And he left my office, bent over, his head leaning toward 
his left shoulder. 

"Oh, well! Khouri, what's the matter with you?" 

He stood there, thin, dark, enigmatic. Then he glided 

210 



Part Three 

toward the armchair that Dr. Lafleur had just vacated, and 
sat down without haste. 

"Nothing. I wanted to see you." 

There was no point in hurrying Khourl He looked 
straight ahead, his hair unkempt, his face immobile, his 
hands clasped on his knees. Khouri's conscience would 
always bother him about the revolver. 

"You shouldn't stay locked up in here." 

"Where do you want me to go, Khouri?" 

"I don't know. Take a trip, maybe.'* 

"I just had a three months* rest." 

"Or maybe . . ." 

Another long immobile pause. Then he ran a hand 
through his hair. 

"You would give Mrs. Khouri great pleasure if you would 
come to spend a few days at the lake." 

The lake was Khouri's Shangri-La, a few miles south of 
Macklin. He had all alone cut a road through the forest, and 
built a large house in the style of his restaurant He had 
turned a beautiful sandy beach into a concrete pavilion. He 
lived there five months a year with his wife and baby, only 
receiving one or two visitors. Khouri, my guardian angel. 

"Thank you, Khouri. But I've started my consultations 
again. I can't abandon them." 

"You could come in the evenings. In this heat you'll sleep 
better in our place." 
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"What about night calls?" 

*There are other doctors.** 

I was going to have to learn that there were other doctors 
in Macklin in any case. Khouri fell back into his silence. 
Then slowly, nonchalantly, he dug into the back pocket of 
his trousers and pulled out a bottle of whisky. One of his 
quirks. At the moment you least expected it, no matter where 
you were, he would produce a bottle and offer you a drink, 
There was no question of refusing. Then he shook my hand 
and left as he had come, without noise or haste. 

Then came Arthur Prevost. He didn't stay in my office 
two minutes. His face hard, very businesslike, he told me 
that he expected me in his store the next day. 

"You know that I haven't asked you for anything before 
this. What happened . . but now it's time to put our affairs 
in order." 



siren warning the town that they were using explo- 
sives at the mine sounded suddenly, strident and grating. 
And a few seconds later came the detonations, which shook 
the house and spread over the town in successive waves, 
dying out in the hills on the other side of the lake. It was 
twenty past eleven. I took off my shirt it was sticking to 
my skin and moved to the window to search, in vain, for 
a breath of cool air. Below, the motorcycles were backfiring 
beautifully. Across the way, in Dr, Lafieur's house, all the 
lights were already out The sky was reddening over the 
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town, about to fall into the pit of night In the light from 
Khouri's sign the asbestos dust fell slowly. It was going to 
rain. It always rained when the white curtain of dust made 
its appearance. 

I walked up and down the room. Cowardice. The word 
clung to my brain, as damp as my skin. What would Made- 
leine think about it? Perhaps she had said it before the 
others had. No, I was going astray. 

I slowly ran my hand over the familiar sofa, but no ghost 
rose from it to meet me. Let her come back. Let her come 
back, if only for a second, and I would know how to make 
love to her so that she would understand. She alone had to 
understand. All those moments when I had not been able to 
say or do anything to prevent what happened. Cowardice. 
Oh no. I could hardly be accused of that. I was sure that she 
had never understood, that she would have preferred an open 
rupture to the equivocal state I had enfolded the two of them 
in, in which I myself had sunk after navigating so badly. 
Madeleine . . Madeleine . . * nothing. No cry could re- 
create her. No regret could pierce that dimness which had 
always prevented us from seeing each other clearly. 

To go away. But I could not leave all this without having 
seen it more clearly. I had finally emerged from my stupor 
and had stopped living in slow motion; but everything was 
still confused, mixed up. Stop the kaleidoscope. I wanted to 
see the pictures one by one, to give them meaning. In order 
to assure myself of the ability to live, I had to learn the 
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Dust Over the City 

logic of life. I must break out of the circle, step back from 
it again. At first there had been happiness, our unconscious- 
ness. There were sentiments that we had not questioned, our 
passivity, our ignorance of each other, our good nature. The 
rose sofa had not been the same then as it was now not just 
a sofa. 

Perhaps. But was happiness really anything other than 
just that? Oh, Madeleine, how we had existed in mediocrity, 
far from each other in the same bed, without being aware 
of it 

Even so, children would have come, and with them, a home 
+ . . a little drab, unsure, but which would have affirmed 
itself little by little through habit and acceptance. So our life 
would have passed, Madeleine, warm and peaceful, without 
excitements, but without danger also. And now I must look 
for you on the rose sofa! 

The telephone. Yes, life would begin again. And it was 
necessary to live. Marie Theroux was making me the gift of 
having her baby at once. I would stay. I would stay, in spite 
of the whole of Macklin. I would force them to like me. The 
pity which had failed me so badly with Madeleine I would 
inundate them with it I belonged to a fine profession, in 
which pity could spring up unbidden. I would continue to 
struggle. God and I, we were not finished with each other 
yet. And perhaps we carried the same arms: love and pity. 
But I worked in the ranks of men. I could not deal with 
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world affairs and entire species. I cared for men. Naturally 
our points of view were different 

In loving them, I would still be loving Madeleine. If they 
had declared her to be in the right, it was because they recog- 
nized her as one of their own. 

I looked out I could not believe my eyes! There was big 
Jim going into his booth staggering. Was he actually be- 
coming human? There he was drunk! 
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(Continued from front flap) 

Then w*~ Doctor Dubois dis- 
covers the terrible truth and finds his 
wife enmeshed in a torrid love affair 
with another man. He suffers all the 
tortures of jealousy, takes to the false 
solace of drink, and loses the repu- 
tation he has gained by his hard 
work. Yet he cannot place the blame 
where it truly belongs and continues 
to search his soul in an effort to find 
out where he has failed, until his 
own inaction coupled with the bum- 
bling efforts of the local priest to 
solve his problem for him bring the 
story to the tragic climax that has 
been inevitable from its beginning. 

The story, not in itself novel, is 
told with a beautiful economy. The 
depiction of Macklin and its hard- 
hearted, realistic inhabitants is un- 
forgettable. The author is one of the 
most distinguished writers to appear 
on the Canadian scene since the days 
of Maria Chapdelaine. His style and 
psychological insight recall the Willa 
Gather of The Lost Lady, and his 
future literary reputation should be 
considerabfeftWCft here and at home. 

This is Andre Langevin's second 
novel, but the first to appear in 
English. It received the leading 
French-Canadian literary prize, the 
Prix du Cercle du Livre de France, 
in 1953, and was a book club selec- 
tion, as was his first book. He lives in 
Montreal and is working on a new 
book. 
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